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Stockton, Donna (Ph.D., Comparative Literature) 
Camilla Collett: Translating Women’s Silence in Nineteenth Century Norway 
Thesis directed by Professor J. E. Rivers 
 
 The Norwegian author and feminist, Camilla Collett (1813-1895), who is remembered as 
the most influential and controversial woman of her time in her own country, is little known in 
the English-speaking world.  Had she written in one of Europe’s major languages, the quality of 
her literary production and her contribution to the rights of women would undoubtedly have 
brought her international recognition in her own lifetime.  During her life, Collett was known as 
Scandinavia’s greatest prose stylist and was praised for her beauty of expression.  At the same 
time, she was criticized for the discordant notes of discontentment that pulsated beneath the 
surface.  The works that I translate and discuss here are representative of the wide scope of her 
genres, her gradual refinement of her ideas, and her stylistic evolution.  The translations, along 
with my translation notes and textual analyses, provide a picture of how her views on the 
inequities women suffered were influenced by her life story, the revolutionary events taking 
place in Norway at the time, and the prevailing legal and social codes that restricted young 
women’s development into independent adults.  Her writings from her years as an expatriate 
brought European thought and culture to readers in remote Norway.  Her observations about the 
iv 
condition of women anticipate Pierre Bourdieu’s and Laura Mulvey’s theories in our time.  
Through Bourdieu’s discussion of the manner in which institutions serve to support male 
dominance, Mulvey’s analysis of male and female interactions, and my contextualization of late 
eighteenth and nineteenth-century literature and culture, I show how institutionalized male 
dominance affected Camilla Collett’s life and thought.  Legal and social injustice faced by 
women in nineteenth-century Scandinavia and Europe is the central theme of her writings.  For 
more than fifty years, Camilla Collett wrote about the subjugation of women and searched for 
ways to inspire women to become independent.  For many years she waged a lonely battle, but 
her cause gained momentum in the last decades of her life.  The rights and opportunities enjoyed 
by Norwegian women today are a testimony to her success.  
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INTRODUCTION 
Breaking the Silence 
In 1911, a statue of Camilla Collett was erected on the grounds of the royal palace in 
Christiania.  The sculptor Gustav Vigeland had long debated how he would portray her: as a 
charming young debutante, as a woman in the prime of life, or as an old woman formed by her 
life’s struggle.  When most Norwegians remember Collett, the image captured in this statue 
comes to mind. 
 
Fig. 1.  Camilla Collett: Gustav Vigeland, 1911.  Photo: Rebekka Westgaard, 2010. 
Vigeland’s statue is of an aged woman holding a shawl tightly around her, her back 
turned towards the storm.  She is wearing a lace cap, and a lace collar is fastened in place with a 
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circular brooch.  The wind that flutters her skirts brings movement to the figure; her body 
exhibits feminine grace in cold, hard, bronze.  Her head is slightly turned and bowed.  From her 
stance, she appears to be looking back and reflecting upon her life.  Her eyes look down, but her 
gaze is steady, wise, and pensive, as if she is envisioning what others cannot comprehend, or 
continues to examine her fellow Norwegians—as they stand below and look up at her on her 
pedestal—and find them wanting.  Gustav Vigeland sculpted a surface that contains clues to the 
character of the woman he has replicated.  It is there for the viewer to study.  A static figure 
trapped at a moment of time cannot portray the life of an individual, but it can evoke associations 
in the observer.  The viewer’s interpretation breaks the silence of the image in bronze. 
Purpose 
This dissertation breaks the silence.  It explores the life and work of the Norwegian 
author and feminist Camilla Collett (1813-1895) who is remembered as the most influential and 
controversial woman of her time in her own country, but who is little known in the English-
speaking world.  By means of a series of translations of key works previously untranslated, 
accompanied by my translation notes and textual analysis, I provide a picture of how her views 
on the inequities women suffered were influenced by her life story, the revolutionary events 
taking place in Norway at the time, and the prevailing legal and social codes that restricted 
young women’s development into independent adults.  Through this first English-language 
dissertation about her, I hope to make Camilla Collett and her literary production internationally 
known.  Had she written in one of Europe’s major languages, the quality of her literary 
production and her contribution to the rights of woman would undoubtedly have brought her 
international recognition in her own lifetime.  Yet few outside of Scandinavia recognize her 
3 
 
name.  Aside from translations of her only novel and inclusions in several anthologies, little 
about her life and work has been published in English.   
Throughout all phases of her life, Collett expressed herself by writing.  Her private 
letters, diaries, and journals from her earlier years are among the richest memoirs in Norwegian 
literary history.  She began her formal literary career writing articles for the newspaper Den 
Constitutionelle (The Constitutional) on subjects ranging from romantic descriptions of 
Norwegian nature to satiric commentaries on women's subordinated relationship to men.  She 
was the author of the first realistic family novel in Norway, Amtmandens Døtre (The District 
Governor's Daughter, 1991), which was published anonymously in 1854-55.  In it, she criticizes 
how Norway's upper-class families of her era raise their daughters.  This is her only major text 
that is translated into English.  Much of her writing from her years as an expatriate focuses on 
European people and events, thus bringing the outside world to readers in Norway.  While the 
legal and social injustice faced by women in nineteenth-century Scandinavia and Europe is the 
unifying theme of her writings, her work spans a number of genres: diaries, short stories, 
memoirs, one novel, travel letters and opinion pieces published in Norwegian newspapers, as 
well as polemics and essays on literature, culture, social issues, and politics.  In every genre, she 
addresses the condition of women.  Writing with humor that could quickly turn to sarcasm, 
Collett gained a reputation among those who did not wish her well as a difficult and sharp-
tongued woman.  Her scathing attacks on male privilege frequently provoked negative reviews 
and angry letters from readers.  For decades, she waged a lonely battle.  When works by social 
critics such as John Stuart Mill and Ernst Legouvé were translated into Scandinavian languages, 
she finally found support for her own cause.  In the final decades of the century, there was a 
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wider recognition and acceptance of women’s struggle for equal rights, thanks to the work of 
Collett and others both in Norway and abroad. 
Selected Translations   
I have selected the following works by Camilla Collett to translate and interpret.  Her first 
published essay, “Nogle Strikketøisbetragtninger” (“Some Reflections While Knitting”) 1842, 
demonstrates the social division of male and female roles, and puts forth the proposition that the 
country and its inhabitants will not thrive unless women are allowed full participation in 
Norway’s nation-building project.  In her first novella “Kongsgaard” (“The Royal Estate”), 
published four years later, Collett draws upon a local legend and themes from Shakespeare to 
show how treachery within families can lead to personal tragedy and the destruction of dynasties.  
In 1861, Collett published a memoir titled I de Lange Nætter (In the Long Nights).  I have 
translated the chapter titled “Den Første og den Sidste Natt” (“The First and the Last Night”), 
which is considered to be the most moving expression of loss in the Norwegian language.  Two 
years later, Collett engaged directly in Norwegian politics with En Undersøisk Debate (An 
Underwater Debate), which is ostensibly a fable about a meeting of the Underwater Parliament, 
where sea creatures meet to discuss important issues.  In reality, it is a satire about the debate on 
widows’ pensions in the Norwegian Parliament.  “Om Kvinden og Hendes Stilling” (“On the 
Status of Woman”), published in 1872, is Collett’s first major essay in support of women’s 
rights.  The introduction is a commentary on the Norwegian reception of plays by Henrik Ibsen 
and The Subjection of Women by John Stuart Mill.  In 1877, Collett published her major work 
Fra Det Stummes Lier (From the Encampment of the Mutes).  In her “Innledning” 
“Introduction,” translated here, Collett criticizes novels written by male writers from a moral 
point of view and shows how their romantic plots mask violence towards women.  This is, to my 
5 
 
knowledge, the first work of literary criticism written by a woman.  These works represent the 
breadth of Collett’s production and show in what ways her ideas and her means of expression 
evolved during the span of her career.   
Translation and Interpretation   
 In En Undersøisk Debat, Collett exposes the inadequacy of translation.  The translator 
accurately translates the newspapers wrapped in eel skin in the stomach of a pike, but because he 
focuses only on words, he fails to interpret the message from the sea creatures to humanity.  He 
ignores the silent message symbolized by small spiral shells wrapped inside the newspapers he 
translated.  Moreover, the seashells signify two very different things.  In translating this work 
and all the others I have included, I must try to honor both the words and the silent message.
 For example, Collett plays on multiple meanings of a single word, or she uses a metaphor 
that has multiple meanings.  Often she expresses her idea with euphemisms.  Visual images, too, 
have symbolic significance.  Even the flora she chooses can have symbolic meanings that are 
important to the plot.  When translating Collett, I must accurately translate what she says and at 
the same time be aware of what she does not say.   
 Additionally, two of her contemporaries, Henrik Ibsen and Professor Lorentz 
Dietrichson, stated that Collett was Norway’s most skilled writer and that the way she expresses 
her ideas is as important as her ideas themselves—if, as Dietrichson adds, “by style we think of 
the ability to wrap the expression precisely and elastically around the idea” (Dietrichson 7).   
 This presented me with a double challenge: to translate both her expression and her idea 
so that they retain their perfect harmony.  Moreover, what I translate should convey Collett’s 
style and thoughts to a twenty-first-century English-speaking audience living in a different 
culture on another continent.  I based my translation strategy on a close reading and structural 
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analysis of each text, after which I first translated the text more or less literally.  However, I was 
careful to pay attention to Collett’s symbols, metaphors, and other literary devices.  Translation 
theorists agree that exact equivalence is impossible.  Gregory Rabassa, for example, in his article 
“No Two Snowflakes are Alike: Translation as Metaphor,” points out that “A more severe 
examination of comparisons [...] will quickly show us that all objects, alive or otherwise, are 
thoroughly individual in spite of close resemblance.  A word is nothing but a metaphor for an 
object or, in some cases, for another word” (Biguenet 1).  Further, Rabassa states that translation 
is a transformation.  “It is a form of adaptation, making the new metaphor fit the original 
metaphor” (Biguenet 2).  In translating Collett, translation became part of the process of close 
reading, which, in turn, led me to undiscovered themes in Collett’s work.  I read down through 
multiple levels in the text to try to understand fully the implications and nuances of her 
metaphors, euphemisms, indirectness, and silences.  Annotating as I read, I tried various ways to 
express her words and meanings in English.   
 Later, I refined my initial translation, giving attention to Collett’s diction and flow of 
words, and at the same time modifying sentences to make them accessible to English speakers.  
Collett’s language is poetic, and she frequently highlights words by means of alliteration and 
repetition.  Free-flowing speech often includes the inability to speak or thoughts that are left 
hanging, thus raising the question of how to translate silence.   
 Collett’s sentences frequently contain multiple clauses or phrases broken by commas, 
dashes, or exclamation points.  For the sake of readability, I have divided complex sentences, 
and I have altered nineteenth-century Dano-Norwegian punctuation to comply with twenty-first-
century American conventions.  Collett also uses italics to put weight on specific words, and I do 
the same in my translation.  Nineteenth-century Norwegian frequently uses passive 
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constructions.  As a rule, I have rephrased these to active, but in the case of the repressed, silent 
woman, I have sometimes retained the passive since she is not the subject, but the object.  To 
give the American reader the feeling of reading about something that has taken place in Norway, 
I have retained a smattering of Norwegian words in my translation.  However, some of the 
situations Collett describes would be impossible for an English reader to understand without a 
long interjection on my part.  In these instances, I use footnotes.  I attempt to achieve an optimal 
balance between literality and literary quality, so that the English reader will be able to both 
understand Collett’s ideas and appreciate the beauty, subtly, and power of her literary expression.  
In a final step, after putting my work aside for several days, I compare my translation with the 
original text and make necessary modifications.  
 Friedrich Schleiermacher, in his 1813 lecture “On the Different Methods of Translation” 
—a cornerstone of translation theory—asks what paths are open to the translator “who really 
wants to bring together these two entirely separate persons, his author and his reader, and to 
assist the latter in obtaining the most correct and complete and understanding possible of the 
former” (Schulte 41).  He then suggests two approaches: “Either the translator leaves the writer 
alone as much as possible and moves the reader towards the writer, or he leaves the reader alone 
as much as possible and moves the writer towards the reader” (Schulte 42).  Translations that 
leave the writer alone can also be termed as foreignized, faithful, or following the letter of the 
text, while those that leave the reader alone are domesticated, free, or follow the meaning of the 
text.  This opposition describes the conflict facing the translator, a conflict which every translator 
must consider when approaching a text.  Although Schleiermacher acknowledges that a free 
translation that reads as if the foreign author had written in the reader's language is often more 
prized, Schleiermacher himself advocates remaining so faithful as to give the reader an 
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experience of the foreign.  In the case of Collett, I expect that most readers of her work in 
translation will be interested in how her prose expressed her feminist cause, and—after many 
decades—inspired others.  A “foreignized” translation can result in a somewhat stiff and 
ungraceful use of language, and therein lies the challenge for the translator who wishes to open 
foreign cultures and writings to a new audience.  There is a possibility that translation can 
replicate the original to a point where the beauty of the author's expression is lost.  
Schleiermacher was writing and translating during the Romantic Age.  Romanticists valued the 
creative genius of the author, and felt that a translator should be careful not to compromise his 
inspired expression.    
 When translating Camilla Collett, a stiff and ungraceful use of English cannot be 
allowed, since it would in no way replicate her superb mastery of language.  Norwegian and 
English are both Northern European languages, and, in addition, English has adopted many 
romance and Latinate words.  When literal translations would be stiff, other means of phrasing 
her ideas are not impossible to find.  That is not to say that I have not met challenges where, after 
much thought, I have sometimes been forced to compromise or to find creative solutions.  I have 
discussed specific translation challenges in notes that follow each work I have translated.    
 For the translator, there is no perfect solution.  “It is my feeling,” says Gregory Rabassa, 
“that a translation is never finished, that it is open and could go on to infinity.  [...] The translator 
can never be sure of himself, he must never be.  He must always be dissatisfied with what he 
does because ideally, platonically, there is a perfect solution, but he will never find it” (Biguenet 
12).  There was no resolution for Collett either.  Many of her pieces were first published in 
magazines or newspapers, and later were included in anthologies of her work.  Whenever she 
republished a piece, she would make alterations.  Most were minor, but some were major.  She 
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would also reorganize books that went into second printings during her lifetime.  She added an 
introduction to her novel, and she removed some chapters from her memoir and replaced them 
with other material.  Like a translator, she never achieved perfection.  However, she always 
pursued it.   
Theoretical Approach 
 Pierre Bourdieu in Masculine Domination (2001) speaks of the paradox of doxa, that the 
world as we find it is broadly respected, even thought it leads to intolerable conditions among so 
many.  Such tolerance of the intolerable is as aspect of cultural arbitrariness that must be 
dismantled.  Bourdieu specifically points to masculine domination, and the way it is imposed on 
and suffered by others as the prime example of paradoxical submission.  Men dominate by 
means of “symbolic violence” and other groups often submit, taking for granted that it is doxa, or 
the order of things.  Moreover, interconnected institutions, primarily the family, the church, and 
the educational system have historically reinforced male dominance, as well as the belief that it 
is the way the world is.  Facing this power structure and recognizing their status as dominated, 
Bourdieu states that many, especially women, find that submission is the best survival strategy.  
Bourdieu argues that nomos, the commonly accepted differentiation between male and female, is 
sociologically necessary, but the arbitrary historical imbalance between the sexes that has 
entrenched itself in society is not natural.  He determines to examine this order of things to 
understand how it functions and to eliminate male dominance (1-2). 
 Camilla Collett, writing in the nineteenth century, anticipated many of Pierre Bourdieu’s 
observations in our time.  Through Bourdieu’s discussion of the manner in which institutions 
served to support male dominance, along with the history of late eighteenth and early nineteenth-
century cultural theory, I show how institutionalized male dominance affected Camilla Collett’s 
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life and thought.  As I discuss in further detail in Chapter One, Collett’s father was a 
Francophile, and he raised his children in accordance to Rousseau’s ideas on education.  Camilla 
Wergeland and her brothers enjoyed a childhood where they were free to follow their own 
instincts.  Although Rousseau believed that young women should be trained to please men, she 
was raised at home in accordance with Rousseau’s plan for Emile, rather than Sophy, until she 
reached puberty.  The Lutheran state churches in Scandinavia preached at that time that women 
should subjugate themselves to their fathers and husbands and reconcile themselves to their God-
given place in life.  However, Camilla’s early contact with the Lutheran Church was through her 
doting minister father, and when she was sent to the Moravian School in Christiansfeld, 
Denmark for her formal education, she was exposed to the Moravian philosophy that 
acknowledged the equal status of women and men, while still recognizing their differences 
(Bourdieu’s nomos).  With time, the Moravian imperative that both women and men were 
obligated by God to develop their full potential as human beings became an integral part of 
Collett’s philosophy.   
 Early in her writings, Collett anticipates Bourdieu’s theories on the field, social capital, 
and habitus, that is, learning to aspire to what is possible under given circumstances.  She first 
sees society strictly divided into two groups, male and female, that interact on an equal playing 
field.  Later, she comes to understand that the field is strongly tilted in the favor of an 
institutionalized patriarchy.  Women spend their social capital to attract a husband, and then they 
are forced off the public field and into domestic enclosures.  There they are the victims of the 
sexual and symbolic violence that forces them to accept their own subjugation.  She also sees 
that habitus has conditioned women not only to accept their own repression, but to destroy the 
lives of their daughters as well.  In particular, the idle women of the upper class had nothing 
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better to do than spread gossip, of which Collett was at times the victim.  Collett was a member 
of Norway’s elite, but after the death of her husband, she found that her membership was based 
on her husband’s status.  As a widow with no social capital, she fell outside of her social group.  
Banished, but still the object of gossip, she left Christiania and found shelter with friends in 
Copenhagen.  She experienced how groups drive out their weakest members.  What Collett 
recognized and wrote about, Bourdieu later codifies as social violence.  The nature and the 
development of Collett’s thoughts on how social structures function to repress women, which 
consequently leads to social decay, are compelling and pertinent.  She sees the paradox inherent 
in women’s acceptance of their own subjection as part of the normal social order, and she speaks 
out against the abnormal “order of things.”  According to Bourdieu, this fight against the social 
imbalance expressed in the violence of male dominance and female compliance has yet to be 
won.   
 Collett’s own views about how social customs and institutional power support men’s 
repression of women are later codified in Mulvey’s discussion of the male gaze.  In the ball 
scene in “Nogle Strikketøisbetragtninger,” she is a chaperone watching others dance.  Before, 
she had been a sought-out participant in the “mating game.”  Now she sees that the men in the 
room look only at the beautiful women.  These young women are the center of attention, but that 
is only an illusion.  The men gaze at them with the desire to possess.  As an observer, Collett 
identifies with the women she is watching, the plain as well as the lovely.  However, her manner 
of viewing is subverted by the power of the male gaze, which controls the events on the ballroom 
floor.  Collett observes interactions that Laura Mulvey will later describe and analyze in her 
“Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema” (12-13), about the psychological interplay between the 
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female actress, the man behind the camera, and the woman who watches the film.  On the dance 
floor as in the film, the power of what Laura Mulvey will call the male gaze controls the scene.   
Culture, Politics, and Expatriate Life 
 Camilla Wergeland grew up in a politically active environment.  Her father had been a 
leader of the Assembly that had written and ratified the Norwegian Constitution and declared 
Norway’s independence from Denmark.  Her older brother Henrik was actively engaged in 
forming the nation-state of Norway.  Her exposure to more liberal institutional influences than 
other women, combined with growing up in a family that was passionately engaged in political 
and social questions, and her travels to a relatively more liberal Europe, led her to believe that 
she had the right to participate in public life.  Certainly, she recognized that she had the ability to 
contribute and that the prevailing system treated women unjustly.   
 Since the men around her were engaged in the struggle to free Norway from its colonial 
status under Danish rule and were working to form a unique country based on ideas from the 
American Constitution and the French Revolution, it would seem natural to her to take up the 
condition of women and offer them the same freedoms as men in the new nation.  However, the 
men around her were habituated to protect their dominant position, and they inherited the 
institutional structures of the Danish administration that were designed to reinforce historic 
patriarchy.  They never considered sharing their newly won power with women.   
 Whether the new nation-state of Norway should build itself upon National 
Romanticism’s ideology or European cultural heritage is a question that recurrently comes up in 
Collett’s writings.  She attempted to participate in Norway’s cultural reawakening, but, since she 
was a woman, men in power discounted her ideas.  Moreover, she advocated that Norway should 
look to European culture for inspiration, a position that was not popular in a country that saw 
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itself as the victim of Danish colonialism.  Camilla Collett was not welcome to participate in the 
forming of Norway.  Like other women, she was pushed to the domestic periphery.    
 Acknowledging the reality of her outsider position and seeing her country distancing 
itself from Europe and becoming a conservative backwater, Collett came to spend much of her 
time on the Continent.  Writing from Europe’s cultural centers, she continued to write about how 
Norway’s political and cultural development subjugated women.  Later, the writings of John 
Stuart Mill and especially those of Ernest Legouvé affirmed her own moral stance against men’s 
sexual domination of women, and they inspired her to renew her efforts to educate and awaken 
the subjugated women of Norway.  She never understood the mechanism that leads the 
dominated to accept their own domination as part of the order of things as described by 
Bourdieu.  She did reluctantly recognize that women would not attain their rights without the 
help of men and sensed with bitterness that it was because men control social power.  
Importance 
 During her life, Collett was known as Scandinavia’s greatest prose stylist, and was 
praised for her beauty of expression.  At the same time, she was criticized for the discordant 
notes of discontentment that pulsated beneath the surface.  Today, Collett is remembered for 
writing from a woman’s point of view in response to the political, cultural, and social conditions 
in Norway during the time of the country’s union with Sweden.  This was a dynamic period in 
the history of Norway, with passionate arguments about the formation of the Norwegian identity.  
Collett engaged herself in the debates of the times, speaking on behalf of the silenced, subjugated 
women of Norway, while encouraging them break their silence and live according to their full 
potential.  Collett’s life story, persona, and literary production, which place her among the most 
prominent women of the nineteenth-century, continue to capture the interest of biographers, 
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artists, feminists, students of literature, and members of the public in her own country.  Collett’s 
goal was to make her countrywomen aware of their diminished lives and encourage them to 
improve their own situation.  The rights and opportunities enjoyed by Norwegian women today 
are a testimony to her success.  By writing this first dissertation in English on Camilla Collett, 
I hope to make her achievements better known internationally. 
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CHAPTER 11
FINDING HER VOICE 
 
The Young Camilla Wergeland 
 Jacobine Camilla Wergeland was born on January 23, 1813 in Christiansand, one of the 
five children of Nicolai Wergeland and Alette Thaulow Wergeland.  At the time of her birth, 
Norway was on the verge of an historic turning point, the beginning of its emergence as a 
modern independent nation, after centuries under the control of the Danish Crown.  In May 1814, 
a Constitutional Assembly with representatives from all parts of Norway met at the village of 
Eidsvoll to declare their independence from Denmark and draw up a constitution.  On May 17, 
1814, the Assembly declared Norway a free and autonomous nation, although it was not until 
1905 that the country would gain complete independence.  Nicolai Wergeland was a 
representative and one of the principal speakers at the Eidsvoll Constitutional Assembly.  In the 
tumultuous 1830s, Camilla’s older brother Henrik played a leading role in the ruthless debates 
about the nature of the future political and cultural identity of the Norwegian people.  Later, 
Camilla adopted another controversial cause when she called for improved legal and social rights 
for women.   
 Much of what is known about the Wergeland family, life at Eidsvoll and Camilla’s 
formal education comes from her memoir titled I de Lange Nætter (In the Long Nights), first 
published in 1862 a few weeks before her fiftieth birthday.   
 Her father, Nicolai, was a proponent of Enlightenment ideals and a student of French 
language, thought, and literature.  In 1816 Nicolai Wergeland became parish priest of a large 
geographic and administrative district seated at Eidsvoll, where the Constitutional Assembly had 
                                                 
1 Material in Chapter One , unless otherwise cited, is derived from my previously published article titled “Camilla 
Collett” in Dictionary of Literary Biography: Norwegian Writers, 1500 to 1900.  L. Isaacson, ed. ©2009 Gale, a part 
of Learning, Inc.  Reproduced by permission.  www.cengage.com/permissions   
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taken place.  Her mother, Alette, was from a prominent family in which knowledge, art, and 
artistic creativity were valued.  She was outgoing and fun loving, and enjoyed performing in 
amateur theater productions.  The couple had five children, Henrik (1808), Augusta (1810), 
Harald (1811), Camilla (1813), and Oscar (1815).  Nicolai took an active interest in the 
upbringing and education of his children, whom he raised according to the theories of the 
philosopher Jean Jacques Rousseau.  In Emile (1762), Rousseau argues that nature tells us what 
is best, and that the education of a young person should draw upon the individual's natural 
goodness rather than a corrupting civilization.  The Wergeland children grew up in an ideal 
natural setting according to Rousseau's theories.  After the historic events of 1814, Eidsvoll again 
became a quiet, country backwater.  The combination of an educated father and artistic mother, a 
secure standard of living, and life in the country furnished an environment for the children to 
grow freely and follow where their own dispositions led them.  All five children were 
characterized by their tutors as bright but stubborn.  Camilla Collett recalls in her memoir that 
their dispositions and aptitudes, flaws and passions flourished like the trees they planted in their 
gardens. 
 Although Nicolai Wergeland was as parish priest responsible for the schooling of all the 
children in his parish, he did not send his own children to the local public school.  Private tutors 
were hired to teach them at home up to around the age of twelve.  At this point, the children were 
sent to boarding schools for formal education.   
 Growing up in the country, they were exposed to the folktales and legends of the rural 
population.  The children’s nanny, Lisbeth-Marie, was the daughter of a storyteller called Sara 
Trænese (Sara Wooden-Nose).  Sara entertained her own children with her wide store of tales, 
and Lisbeth-Marie in turn told them to the Wergeland children.  These contributed to the 
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children’s poetic education and developed their appreciation for the wealth of oral stories 
originating in the rural districts.  Camilla would later write and publish several folktales based 
upon these stories she heard as a child.  
 Rousseau, although known as the philosopher of equality, differentiates between what 
kind of formal education is appropriate for boys and girls after childhood.  Generalizing upon 
what he believes is their nature; he states that young men should be educated to become free, 
independent thinkers, while young women should be trained to subordinate themselves to men.  
Thus, separate schools and different modes of education were customary at that time.  Camilla’s 
brothers were enrolled in the Latin school in Christiania.  They then continued their education at 
the university (SVM 12-31).   
Camilla describes in her letters and diaries how beginning her formal education at the age 
of twelve marked the end of her carefree childhood.  Her father first enrolled her at Jomfru 
Pharos Pigeskole (Miss Pharo’s School for Young Ladies) in Christiania (now Oslo).  She felt 
out of place and was homesick, and she left the school before completing her training.  Searching 
for a more suitable school, her father then enrolled her in the Moravian Congregation School in 
Christiansfeld in Denmark.  Christiansfeld was a highly organized religious community.  There 
were boarding schools for both boys and girls that attracted students from all of the Lutheran 
countries of Scandinavia.  The students' days were devoted to education and religious activities, 
which gave little free time for private pursuits.  Compared to Lutheranism, the Moravian 
philosophy was a milder form of Christianity with a focus on the joyful experience of a good and 
merciful God who was present in all forms and aspects of life.  Important for Wergeland and 
other young Scandinavian women who were exposed to the Moravian teachings was the belief 
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that men and women were equal under God.  Each adult individual had an obligation to develop 
his or her spiritual potential to the fullest. 
 During this era, now termed the Romantic Age, the education of young women from the 
upper middle class in Europe emphasized the acquisition of social accomplishments that would 
make them pliable wives and pleasant drawing-room ornaments.  Modest behavior and gracious 
manners were highly valued, and knowledge of French, music, and drawing were essential 
accomplishments.  Camilla Wergeland also was educated in these accomplishments.   
 Speaking later about her two years at Christiansfeld in her memoir of her early years 
titled I de Lange Nætter (In the Long Nights, 1863), she concluded that the school did not suit a 
child of her temperament and reinforced her tendency to feel shy.   
After her return to Norway, she felt that the school's cloister-like setting had not given 
her the social skills and ease of manner she would need to negotiate the world of drawing rooms, 
balls, and courtship as a marriageable young woman of her class.  Later in life, however, she 
realized that the Moravians' belief in women's spiritual capacities as equal to men’s, and their 
teachings that women also had rights and responsibilities in secular life, had inspired her cause 
for the improved rights for women.  As she grew older her personal faith became stronger, and in 
her final years, she came to value the religious education she had received in Christiansfeld  
(SVM 41-61).  
 Wergeland returned to her family home in Eidsvoll at age sixteen.  Aside from 
confirmation studies with her father, her formal education ended.  She had been prepared for a 
life in the domestic sphere.  She spent her time on household duties or took long, solitary walks 
in the countryside.  She led an isolated existence, which she relieved by writing letters and 
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keeping a diary.  Important for her continued intellectual development, she had access to her 
father's library with his collection of French literature.   
 The Wergelands felt that the best way to secure both their daughters' futures was to 
develop their charm, character, and accomplishments so that they would be able to find the best 
possible husbands.  Shortly after Wergeland’s return to Eidsvoll, her older sister Augusta was 
married.  Under pressure from her parents, she married a much older suitor who was a 
clergyman.  They considered him a suitable husband for their daughter.  Augusta, however, 
loved a local farm boy, and she never was happy in her marriage.  Her fate mirrored the lives of 
many other women of her era who were forced into arranged marriages.  Camilla personally 
knew of, or heard gossip about, many unhappy wives in loveless unions with brutal or unfaithful 
husbands.  She resolved to marry for love (Diktning 24-26). 
 At age sixteen Wergeland made her debut in Christiania, where she attended parties and 
balls with members of the upper social class composed of senior civil servants and their families.  
The sheltered young woman felt awkward and shy in this new social situation.  Many others, 
however, have remembered her in their memoirs as a legendary beauty, with a shy grace and 
good nature that won the affection of all who met her.  She has been described as a stylish and 
charming young woman, well trained in drawing-room accomplishments.  Her lively wit, 
intelligence, and wealth of knowledge quickly attracted many suitors.  She, however, became 
infatuated with the poet and intellectual Johan Sebastian Welhaven.  They met in 1830, when 
Wergeland was seventeen years old, and their relationship lasted for seven years, during which 
time neither of them publicly acknowledged it.  They frequently saw each other at balls or as 
guests in the homes of mutual friends.  They were attracted to each other, enough that rumors 
about them began to flourish.  Wergeland's infatuation grew into a life-long obsession.  
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Welhaven wrote poems about her and initiated a correspondence with her, but he was unsure of 
his feelings for her.   
 Wergeland kept silent about her romantic feelings for Welhaven, as well as her 
ideological support for his views.  As a woman, her words had no place in a public debate, and, 
as a Wergeland, her family ties demanded her tacit loyalty.  After attending a ball in 1833 where 
Welhaven was present, she had such a need to express her feelings that she made Emilie Diriks 
her confidant.  At this point, she had given up hope that she would someday marry Welhaven.  
These two young women became close friends and correspondents.  Wergeland often visited 
Diriks in Christiania, and when she was at home in Eidsvoll they wrote each other letters.  
Wergeland and Diriks’ correspondence is preserved in Breve fra Ungdomsaarene  (Letters from 
Youthful Years, 1930).  This is Volume II of a four-volume collection of Wergeland’s 
correspondence from this phase of her life, edited by Leiv Amundsen and published 
approximately one hundred years after they were written.  Many of their letters are about 
Welhaven, while others describe the daily lives of two young women of Norway's upper social 
class.  They frequently discuss books they are reading.  Wergeland's commentaries frequently 
have a humorous and witty tone that she will carry into her future authorship.  As the two women 
correspond with each other, Wergeland’s writing technique improves, adding artistry to the 
documentary style of her letters.  Her attraction for Wergeland dominates her thoughts; her 
writings reveal that she was always unsure of his feelings for her.   
 Five years after they met, Johan Welhaven initiated a secret correspondence with Camilla 
Wergeland using a mutual friend, Bernhard Herre, as an intermediary.  Herre, speaking for 
Welhaven, wrote that Welhaven had previously been in love with her but had forced himself to 
give up pursuing a romantic relationship, since an engagement between the two of them was 
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impossible.  Instead, he wished to establish a relationship as friends.  Any exchange of letters 
between them, he insisted, must be confidential.  Thus, their secret correspondence began.  
Welhaven was careful to speak of friendship.  He considered his cause to be more important than 
any personal relationship, although he referred to a profound unity in their natures. 
 Wergeland believed that they were meant for each other, that their union was ordained by 
God and higher than any ideological cause.  Welhaven, however, rejected this idea.  He alluded 
to having romantic feelings for her, but then would retract what he had written.  Beneath his 
vacillation was an undertone of suppressed passion.  He wrote poems about her, and in one titled 
Den sidste septemberdag (The Last September Day) he recalls her tears falling in the whirlwind 
of the dance and her hopes withering, rekindling his own sorrow and the longings of his own 
heart.  Here he acknowledges her pain and his own wavering desire.  After they had 
corresponded for two years Wergeland, realizing that their relationship was going nowhere, 
broke off all contact.  Welhaven had never clearly declared his intentions.  Later, he fell deeply 
in love with another woman.  Welhaven had been attracted to Wergeland; whether he loved her 
is unclear.  In “Den Første og den Sidste Natt” 2
Norway’s Culture Wars 
 (“The First and the Last Night”), translated 
here in Chapter Four, Camilla Collett looks back at the moment when she came to realize that 
Welhaven did not love her.   
 At the same time, Welhaven was embroiled in a public, ideological conflict with 
Camilla’s older brother, Henrik, about the nature of Norway's national and cultural identity The 
two poets were the leaders of the opposing factions in this debate, which engaged the new 
nation’s intellectual elite.  Welhaven was the spokesman for a group boastfully named 
                                                 
2 The titles of works that are translated in this dissertation, either in part or in whole, are in bold type in this 
introductory chapter. 
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Intelligensen (The Intelligentsia) composed of the professor politicians from the university and 
the senior civil servants who ran the government of Norway at that time.  In 1834, Welhaven, 
The Intelligentsia’s most vocal member, published his poem Norges Dæmring (Norway’s 
Dawning).  In it, he asks what is truly Norwegian.  He paints a picture of a raw and uncultivated 
country that should renew itself by drawing upon European culture and romanticism’s ideals.  
This was the beginning of an eight-year-long culture war where volatile public arguments took 
place in meeting halls and the capital city’s daily papers.  The newspaper Den Constitutionelle 
(The Constitution) was the voice of The Intelligentsia.  It focused on weighty essays and 
editorials about the problems of the day, as well as the political and cultural debates taking place.  
Patriotene (The Patriots), led by Henrik Wergeland, mounted an impassioned counterattack in 
their own newspaper Morgenbladet (The Morning Paper).  They championed education of the 
common people and revitalization of Norway’s cultural inheritance based on the historic 
traditions of these people, before the country became subject to the Danish crown.  (Andersen 
173-175). 
The Public and the Personal are entangled 
 For Henrik Wergeland and Johan S. Welhaven, this debate of ideas intensified into a 
personal and brutal battle.  While the two poets publicly attacked each other, Wergeland’s sister, 
Camilla, was romantically involved with Welhaven.  She broke off their secret relationship in 
1837, and in that period, she never spoke openly about their personal association.3
                                                 
3 Camilla Wergeland expressed her feelings about her relationship with Welhaven in her private correspondence and 
in her detailed diary.  These were published almost a century later as part of  a four-volume set titled: Camilla 
Collett: Opptegnelser fra Ungdkomsaarene og Breve.  This collection shows how she developed and honed her 
powerful writing skills before her first feuilleton came to print.  For a more detailed discussion in English of her 
personal writings, see Kristin Ørjasæter’s article “From Muse to Author: Romantic Rhetoric in Camilla Collett’s 
Diary from the 1830’s” published in Scandinavian Studies, Vol. 76.2 (2004): 121-136. 
  Later, the 
debate about national cultural identity and the personal enmity between the two men became 
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entangled with this secret love story.  This has had little, if any, influence on later evaluations of 
Henrik Wergeland’s and Johan S. Welhaven’s ideas and writings.  In the case of Camilla 
Wergeland Collett, however, the personal became the public.  Early male literary historians, 
especially, discounted her criticism of gender inequity by placing it in the light of her failed 
relationship with Welhaven.  Later scholars, on the other hand, have seen their analysis as a 
mechanism used by the patriarchy to undermine the universal validity of her feminist cause.  
 Camilla Wergeland invested profound emotions in their relationship.  Over time, its 
uncertainty affected her physical and mental health, leaving her in a state of depression.  In an 
attempt to help her recover, her father took her on a three-month visit to Paris.  Later, Wergeland 
would especially remember three young women she met there whose lives and ambitions opened 
her eyes to new and wider roles for women.  These women were engaged in respectable careers 
that would not conflict with marriage.  She enjoyed the freedom she had in Paris to discuss and 
explore new ideas without risk to her reputation, something she saw as impossible to do in 
Norway (Unge Collett 159-169).  On the journey back to Norway, the Wergeland father and 
daughter visited friends in Amsterdam and Hamburg.  The wealth and cultivated life styles of 
their hosts gave the young woman a glimpse into a sophisticated Continental world that did not 
exist in Norway (Unge Collett 173).  
 Two years later, Camilla convinced her parents to send her to Hamburg for a longer stay.  
According to Steinfeld, this visit exposed Camilla to new ideas in a liberal and intellectual 
challenging environment that would inspire her own future cause for women’s freedom.  
Camilla’s beauty and accomplishments made her a popular guest at the salons of Hamburg.  
There she witnessed the intellectual and personal freedom enjoyed by liberal, upper class 
women, such as Therese von Bacheracht.  She met aristocrats, diplomats, and influential 
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politicians, as well as authors of The Young Germany movement.  (Unge Collett 263-269).  How 
her exposure to The Young Germany writers, their muse Charlotte Stieglitz, and other women in 
their circle, influenced her ideas about women in literature is discussed in more detail in Chapter 
Seven, Fra de Stummes Leir (From the Encampment of the Mutes).   
 In addition to her extended visits to European cultural capitals, Camilla Wergeland also 
visited the Scandinavian capitals Stockholm and Copenhagen, both seats of royalty, and centers 
of commerce, administration, learning, and culture.  Compared with these great cities, 
Christiania, the capital city of Norway, was a small provincial outpost.  In the 1830s, it had a 
population of 20,000 to 25,000.  Torild Steinfeld describes it as a city with no monumental 
buildings, no lively boulevards, no street musicians, and no gaslights.  An English visitor, 
however, speaks of it as a place where liquor flowed freely and young men drank to excess.  
There was one church, one theater, a military academy, a Parliament without it own building, 
and the country’s young university with twenty-five to thirty lecturers and a couple of hundred 
students taught in rented halls.  There was a highly defined class structure, with descendents of 
Danish administrators and a few business owners forming the upper class.  The Wergeland 
family belonged to this class.  Women of all classes were expected to devote themselves to their 
domestic duties, and they eagerly passed judgment on each other’s housewifely skills (Unge 
Collett 102-104).   
 Upon her return from Hamburg, Camilla Wergeland met her future husband, Peter Jonas 
Collett.  They were engaged in 1839, and married two years later.  During their engagement, 
Camilla arranged all the letters, diaries, and notes that she possessed from her relationship with 
Welhaven in chronological order.  She then gave them to her future husband to read, so that 
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nothing about the cause of the emotional pain she still carried with her would be hidden from 
him (Diktning 72).   
 They married on July 14, 1841.  Jonas Collett was able to marry when Jonas became a 
lektor “lecturer” in law at Norway’s university.  He had studied law despite his greater interest in 
literature and the humanities.  He was a member of both academic and literary circles in 
Christiania, and, through him, Camilla Collett became acquainted with influential writers and 
intellectuals of the time.  Jonas possessed a discerning literary taste, and he was a literary critic 
for Den Constitutionelle, the newspaper that served as the political voice for The Intelligentsia.  
He recognized his wife’s talent for composition in her letters, and he encouraged her to try her 
hand at writing fiction for publication.   
 Their marriage can be seen in part as a period of literary collaboration.  Camilla Collett’s 
husband valued her intellectual needs, just as he did his own.  They enjoyed discussing literature 
and ethics, and his education and knowledge helped her clarify her own ideas.  Through him, she 
gained access to the Læseselskabet Athenaeum (Athenaeum Subscription Library) with its 
collection of newly published works.  She was interested in works by The Young Germany 
writers, whom she knew from Hamburg, as well as contemporary Scandinavian authors, among 
them Mauritz Hansen, Thomasine Gyllembourg, and Søren Kierkegaard (Diktning 144-145).   
 The couple began to work together on light articles, at that time known as feuilletons, for 
the newspaper.  This gave Camilla the opportunity to express her ideas in a public forum.  The 
first article believed to be written by the two of them was a travel depiction, published in the 
journal two weeks after they were married.  It is titled En Dag ved Eidsvoldsbronden (A Day at 
Eidsvoll Springs), published in 1841.  The couple had spent a day at this spa while on their 
honeymoon.  Their piece, which is not yet translated into English, is a witty commentary on the 
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run-down spa and its self-absorbed visitors, which they contrast against a description of the 
beautiful natural landscape surrounding it. 
 Gradually Camilla Collett developed her own style, and her talent would far surpass that 
of her husband and mentor.  Several pieces that she wrote independently—and would include in 
later collections—appeared anonymously in Den Constitutionelle.  The essay “Nogle 
Strikketøisbetragtninger” (“Some Reflections While Knitting”), 1843, translated and discussed 
in Chapter Two, is an early example of both her writing technique and opinions expressed in her 
later works.  
 After writing her first article about women’s place in society, she turned to writing 
articles tied to Norwegian folklore and lighter short stories.  Over a decade would pass before 
Camilla Collett resumed her writings that exposed women’s stunted lives.  Collett followed 
“Some Reflections While Knitting” with short portrayals of nature and people in Badeliv og 
Fjeldliv (Life at the Spa and Life in the Mountains) in 1843 and En Vandring og et Eventyr (A 
Ramble and an Adventure) in 1844.  Both of these were published anonymously in Den 
Constitutionelle, and she later included them in her anthologies (A. Collett 135-140).  They are 
not yet translated into English. 
 Camilla Collett, with her own store of tales that she had heard as a child, became a 
collaborator for the Norwegian folklorist Peter Christian Asbjørnsen.  She introduced him to 
storytellers in the district where she grew up.  She also anonymously wrote several frame 
narratives that placed in context the legends he had collected in the field.  In the frame narratives, 
an educated narrator sets the stage for legends that Asbjørnsen collected in rural regions.  The 
legends themselves are repeated in the words of Asbjørnsen’s informants.  The accounts 
conclude in the voice of the educated narrator.  The frame narrative format helps to organize 
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snippets of legends about mythological beings and unexplainable events into a narrative, and 
serves a means to present two points of view about the veracity of the legends.  Collett will 
continue to use this framing technique in later writings.  The legends were first published in 1845 
under the title Norske Huldreeventyr og Andre Folkesagn (Norwegian Huldre Tales and Other 
Folk Legends) with Peter Christian Asbjørnsen as author.  She first permits him to acknowledge 
her contributions when the second edition is printed (Diktning 185-186, 197-198).   
 Collett’s first two published novellas, “Kongsgaard,” (“The Royal Estate”) and “Et 
Gjensyn” (“Meeting Again”) were included in later Asbjørnsen collections.  “Kongsgaard,” first 
published in1846, is translated and discussed in Chapter Three of this dissertation.  “Et Gjensyn” 
(“Meeting Again”), was first published in 1851, and excerpts from “Et Gjensyn” are translated 
into English and published in an anthology titled Female Voices of the North II, from 2002.  
Both novellas have the theme of young love betrayed.  Collett uses the same frame narrative 
technique to create the settings for their central narratives that she and Asbjørnsen employed in 
the legends.  The quality of these two pieces show Collett’s potential as an author.  The novellas 
demonstrate her ability to write longer pieces and are important steps on the way to her first 
novel.   
 Although Camilla Collett began her writing career in the 1840s, her primary focus was on 
her role as a wife and mother.  She gave birth to four sons within seven years.  Her husband 
worked long hours as a lecturer, and later as a professor.  He had always suffered from poor 
health, and his professional obligations exhausted him.  She had heavy responsibilities and was 
still prone to bouts of depression.  Looking for enjoyable and productive activities to keep his 
wife from brooding, Jonas encouraged her interest in reading and helped her develop her writing 
skills.  Often in the evenings, she would read aloud to him.  Following the pattern of the 
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Hamburg salons, the Collett’s home in Christiania was open to Jonas’s colleagues from the 
university, as well as friends from the literary circle of which they both were members.  Jonas 
encouraged his wife to participate in the intellectual life he himself enjoyed. 
 When Jonas died of brain fever in 1851, one of his cousins claimed that he had died from 
her lack of care.  Several literary historians have suggested that he was under a constant strain to 
make her happy, and his efforts drove him to an early death.  Collett later spoke of their marriage 
as a conversation, saying they never tired of exchanging ideas and opinions with each other.  
Jonas was an early believer in improved rights for women, and his ideas about the role of women 
in society support his wife’s statement that they were friends and equals in their marriage  
(Diktning 145-152).   
 Jonas Collett’s death marked the end of ten rich years for his wife and children.  The 
family’s economic situation was dire, and her widow’s pension did not give her enough money 
to maintain a household with four children.  She sold her home and moved to Copenhagen, 
taking two of her sons with her.  She temporarily left the two others in the care of relatives.  She 
never made real her dream to create a new home for herself and her four children, and two of her 
sons were raised and educated by her husband’s brothers (Diktning 224-226, 228).  
 Driven by her anxiety and her search for inner peace, she moved from rooming house to 
rooming house in Copenhagen and Christiania.  She carried all of her letters, diaries, journals, 
essays, and other writings with her in a large black valise.  This valise accompanied her on all 
her journeys the rest of her life, and became a symbol of her nomadic existence.  In Copenhagen, 
away from the traumatic memories of Christiania, she took her first step towards recovery.  In 
this isolated and restless phase of her life, she would revisit her past in her writing (Diktning 
229).   
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 During the periods after Jonas’s death when Camilla Collett lived in Copenhagen, Danish 
literary friends helped her and the two young sons who accompanied her.  Her son Alf Collett, in 
his biography titled Camilla Colletts Livshistorie, particularly mentions how the poet, dramatist, 
and influential critic Prof. Johan Ludvig Heiberg and his wife, the actress Johanne Luise Heiberg 
cared for her.  They found her lodgings near their own country home, and she was a frequent 
guest in their own home (A. Collett 154-155).   
 Drawing upon the material from her youth, she began to work on her sole novel, 
Amtmandens Døtre, published anonymously in 1854-55 (translated into English as The District 
Governor’s Daughters in 1991).  Alf Collett relates how in 1854, his mother sent J. L. Heiberg 
the manuscript and asked for his advice.  In the letter that accompanied her manuscript, Collett 
referred to how she was inspired by Heiberg’s mother, Thomasine Christine Gyllembourg, the 
anonymous author of many romantic novels.  Heiberg gave Collett’s novel his unqualified 
approval, and he later helped her find a publisher (A. Collett 155).  This is the first novel by a 
Norwegian author, and it is her best-known work.  It is a critical portrayal of how Norway’s 
upper-class families of her era raised their daughters.  Collett draws upon her own observations 
and experiences to expose the tragedies that follow upon arranged marriages.  In her Preface to 
the Third Edition, published in 1879, Collett addresses the controversy raised by her 
Kvindehjertets Historie “Story of the Female Heart.”  She knew that tearing away the veil from 
the illusions provided in poorly translated foreign novels would be painful, but her purpose was 
to let readers look through the windows into Norway’s own homes and see the truth about 
women’s lives (SVM 1: 239-241).   
 Collett’s next piece of fiction, a short story collection with the simple title Fortællinger 
(Stories) was published anonymously five years later in 1860.  It is a collection of short stories 
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that evoke fairy tale and folkloric themes, among them “Kongsgaard.”  In 1861, Camilla Collett 
anonymously published memoir of her family in a collection titled I de Lange Nætter.  She 
frames her autobiography in the oral storyteller tradition.  Much of what is known about Collett’s 
early years is drawn from this book.  She first writes about her lively and happy childhood at 
Eidsvold and the members of her family.  She intertwines her portraits of her family with 
episodes from their lives.  She also includes several works of fiction.  In one tale, the heroine 
looks into a shattered mirror.  This reflects Collett’s own life; as she loses those she loved when 
young, either to separation or death, her life becomes fragmented.  My translation and 
commentary of the final chapter, “Den Første og den Sidste Natt” appears is in Chapter Four.  
The three works discussed above are all based on her personal memories.  Although they were 
popular with readers and are still in publication today, she initially struggled to get them 
published, and she received little income from them.   
 In 1863, Camilla Collett wrote a polemic that was published as a pamphlet with the title 
En Undersøisk Debat (An Underwater Debate).  It is translated here in Chapter Five.  This piece 
begins as a fable with a cook’s helper finding objects in the gut of a fish.  Among them are the 
minutes of the Fish Parliament.  The tale builds in fantasy and irony as a lobster, an eel, an 
oyster, and others debate how large a pension a widow deserves.  Collett is satirizing the debate 
on this topic that was taking place in the Storting.  The underwater debate is interrupted by the 
return of the flying fish that has flown around the world observing the condition of human 
widows.  He reports that the widows of Norway, burdened with the task of raising their children 
alone with little money, cry endless tears.  He concludes that the widows of India are more 
fortunate, since they die on their husbands’ funeral pyres.   
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When it was published, Camilla Collett had already abandoned writing romantic fiction 
and had physically abandoned Norway.  From that time, she became a restless nomad.  She lived 
mostly in Continental Europe, but often returned to Norway in the summer and at Christmas.  
Wherever she lived, she wrote for newspapers and magazines in Norway and lectured for 
Norwegian audiences about women’s subjugated lives.  Her articles and essays would convey 
new currents of thought from the Continent to inspire women living in the bitter backwaters of 
Norway.  She will continue to write articles and essays on life in Europe and other current topics 
for publication in newspapers in Norway in the following decades.  She later publishes selections 
from her articles and essays in a three-volume collection titled Sidste Blade (Last Leaves).  
 In an article written during a visit to Paris in 1868, Camilla Collett refers to the Historie 
morales des femmes (The Moral History of Women), a collection of lectures given by Ernest 
Legouvé at the College de France over twenty years earlier in 1848.  The topic of women’s rights 
attracted large audiences in that year of revolution in France.  Karen Offen in “Ernest Legouvé 
and the Doctrine of ‘Equality in Difference’ for Women” (1986), explains why, although he 
almost is forgotten today, Legouvé’s ideas about women, education, and family made him a 
central intellectual figure in the European feminist movement.  Upon the completion of his 
lectures, they were immediately published in France, and in the 1860s, they were translated and 
published in the United States, Spain, Russia, and Sweden.  Offen points to his influence on 
Camilla Collett without going into details (Offen 456). 
 Reading Offen, I see that Legouvé’s thoughts coincide with Collett’s own central ideas 
that change must begin inside the individual woman and that women have different qualities than 
men that they must be free to develop to the fullest.  Like Collett, he believes in strengthening 
society through change in the family structure.  Moreover, he advocates for improved legal rights 
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and better education for women in order to make them better mothers.  He disagrees with 
Rousseau on this important point.  Collett is the only feminist writer in Norway to adopt 
Legouvé’s principle of L’égalité dans le différence “Equality in difference.”  In the 1872 volume 
of Sidste Blade Collett remembers her education according to Rousseau’s ideas as training her to 
comply with the harsh laws imposed upon her and other young women from birth.   
 In his lectures, Legouvé also condemns the concept of femme libre, which calls for sexual 
liberty for both men and women, as debauching for men and degrading for women.  After 
reading Legouvé’s lectures, Collett wrote the author to thank him for his work on behalf of 
women.  In her letter, which she later reprinted in Fra det Stummes Leir (From the Encampment 
of the Mutes) in 1877, she assesses the status of woman’s emancipation in Scandinavia, and 
concludes that progress lags far behind the rest of Europe.   
 The publication in 1870 of Kvindernes Underkuelse, the literary critic George Brandes’ 
translation into Danish of The Subjection of Women by John Stuart Mill in the year after it was 
published in England.  Collett read it immediately, and it sparked the renewal in her dedication to 
the cause of equal rights for women.  That Mill, a prominent philosopher, included women in his 
advocacy of greater freedom for the individual—and that his book immediately was widely read 
and translated—marks a dramatic shift in European thought.   
 Collett had long felt isolated in her campaign for women’s personal freedom, but now 
others were taking up their pens to critique women’s social and political status.  Mill’s ideas 
became central to the emancipation movement in Norway, and Collett and other early champions 
of women’s rights frequently referred to him in the 1870s and 1880s.  The women’s rights 
movement in Norway had begun.  Collett was an active participant through her writings in the 
press.   
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 Representative of Collett’s engagement is “Om Kvinden og Hendes Stilling” “The 
Condition of Woman,” 1872, her first major essay that openly supports women’s rights.  It is 
translated here in Chapter Six.  In it, she discusses the reception in Norway of plays by Henrik 
Ibsen and The Subjection of Women (1869), by John Stuart Mill.  Because Mill was a famous and 
highly respected philosopher and economist, his book validated the women’s movement in a way 
that no woman had been able to do.  His promotion of women’s social, political, and moral 
equality with men changed how many women saw the world.  In her own evaluation of Mill’s 
influence, Collett concludes that women cannot achieve equality without men like Mill inspiring 
their cause.  On the other hand, she finds his prose heavy and she differs with some of his ideas 
that she considers too radical (SVM 2: 208).   
  In a letter that she wrote after reading Mill, Collett concludes that her own writings 
exposing the subjection of women have fallen on barren soil in Norway, which she characterizes 
as a country easily impressed by foreign authors, while suppressing its own—especially if “-ess” 
is appended to “author.”  Despite this, she has found new inspiration in the growing international 
emancipation movement and, because her own difficult experiences give her something to 
contribute, she vows to renew her efforts and actively engage in the struggle. 
 The advent of Realism in European art and literature was reaching Scandinavia, too.  In 
the winter of 1871, Georg Brandes gave a series of lectures titled Det Moderne Gjennombrudd 
(The Modern Breakthrough) at the University of Copenhagen.  In his lectures, he challenged 
Scandinavian writers to abandon the past and instead expose current social problems in their 
fiction, something Collett had already done—and been criticized for—most notably in her novel 
Amtmandens Døtre.  Many Scandinavian authors rose to his challenge.  The influence of both 
Realism and the growing women’s rights movement is evident in the evolution of Henrik Ibsen’s 
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plays towards criticism of the modern middle class family, frequently with a focus on the 
subservient role of women.   
 Henrik Ibsen came to play an unexpected part in inspiring Camilla Collett to continue her 
writing on behalf of women.  In Den Lange Strid, Ellisiv Steen relates the circumstances of 
Collett’s first recorded meeting with Ibsen.  Collett heard through friends in Dresden that Ibsen 
had praised her as the finest Nordic prose stylist.  Although there is no record of Collett 
previously meeting Ibsen, scholars generally agree that Ibsen had drawn upon plot elements in 
Amtmandens Døtre in his play Kjærlighetens Komedie (Love’s Comedy), published in 1862.  At 
any rate, Collett believed he had done so, and she was not at all pleased with the way he had 
altered her material.  Eager to take up the matter with him face to face, she decided to stop in 
Dresden on her way to Rome early in 1872 (152-154).   
 Michael Meyer, in his biography titled Ibsen, furnishes details about the two Norwegian 
expatriates’ acquaintance.  Collett became a frequent and stimulating visitor to the home of 
Susannah and Henrik Ibsen.  Susannah had strong feelings about women’s rights, and Camilla 
joined her in urging Ibsen to focus on contemporary women in his plays.  The three of them 
engaged in fervent discussions about marriage and other issues important to women.  Initially, 
however, the two authors rarely agreed and harbored reservations about each other (366-367, 
453).   
 In a letter to Alf from Dresden, dated February 23, 1872, Collett writes that that there is 
something immovable, like an iceberg, about him when she presents him with her arguments 
about men’s oppression of women.  “He is from head to toe an egotist and a despot,” i.e., a 
“Mandarin.”  She goes on to compare him with the heroes in his plays, all of them despots in 
their treatment of women.   
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 According to Ellisiv Steen, while Collett did not persuade Ibsen of her views during their 
meetings in Dresden, he encouraged her to fight for her cause and continue writing, saying that 
she had material for many more novels.  In a letter to both authors’ publisher, Frederik V. Hegel, 
Ibsen characterizes Collett as having great talent countered by an extremely discontented nature 
(Lange 155-156).   
 In 1876, Collett received a “half measure” of official recognition when the Storting 
awarded her an annual salary as a distinguished Norwegian author.  This diktergasje “writer’s 
pension” was established in 1873 and was first given to another of Norway’s foremost poetic 
realists, Bjørnstjerne Bjornson.  Henrik Ibsen received the same award the year before Collett.  
The Storting decided to award Collett half a salary, since she was a woman.  There was probably 
an element of revenge in the decision, since members of the Storting would not have forgotten 
En Undersjøisk Debat.  Given her ideals, Collett most likely would have preferred to refuse this 
pittance, but she needed the income.  However, this insult very likely fueled the anger that she 
passionately articulates in her next book.   
 Fra de Stummes Leir (From the Encampment of the Mutes), published the following 
year, indicates that it will be a salvo in the fight.  She first challenges women to act, employing 
inflammatory phrases, such as “our human rights that lay trampled in the dust and dirt.”  She 
then employs her wit and humor to discuss how male European novelists write about women.  
The essay that introduces the book is translated and discussed in Chapter Seven.   
 Fra de Stummes Leir sparked an instantaneous and powerful controversy.  Collett 
received high praise from both old and new admirers of her work, while male reviewers in the 
daily press and other publications attacked her.  This debate continued to rage over months in 
Copenhagen, where Collett’s work became the catalyst for a debate about women’s rights.  In 
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Christiania, Collett’s polemic received little attention aside from the initial reactions when it was 
published.  Rather, the debate about women’s emancipation centered on plays by two male 
Norwegians, both champions of women’s rights: Henrik Ibsen’s Samfundets Støtter (1877); 
translated to English as Pillars of Society in 1880) and Bjørnstjerne Bjørnson’s Magnhild (1877). 
 Collett bore a personal animosity to Bjørnson, despite his championing of the 
advancement of women.  On the other hand, her friendship with Susannah and Henrik Ibsen 
deepened.  Collett and Ibsen began to read and comment on each other’s works before they were 
published.  In Ibsen’s Women, Joan Templeton provides an interesting detail about Collett’s visit 
to the Ibsens in Munich at the time Ibsen was writing Samfundets Støtter: “He prodded her to 
talk about the contemporary feminist movement in order to get material for his dialogue” (29).  
Camilla Collett contributed to the feminist themes in the play, as well as the development of one 
of the women characters.  In addition, Templeton points out the closeness of Martha’s story to 
the character of Margaretha in Amtmandens Døtre (132-133).  Given Collett’s earlier outrage at 
Ibsen’s misuse of her novel, described above, it is reasonable to infer that, in this case, she tacitly 
agreed to his use of one her characters, since she voiced no complaint later.   
 Samfundets Støtter (Pillars of Society) is a drama about two major issues of the time, the 
rotten ships scandal, and the exploitation of women.  Ibsen ties these two themes together 
through the play’s lead character, Consul Bernick.  Bernick enjoys a reputation as a man of high 
morals.  In truth, he is an unscrupulous businessman who deserts the woman he loves to marry 
for money and endangers the lives of the crew on his ships that are in danger of breaking up at 
sea.  Ibsen is becoming a realist, addressing contemporary topics, including the abuse of women, 
in his plays. 
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 In 1880 Collett printed a pamphlet titled “Ekko i Ørkenen.  En Hilsen fra Norden til Mrs. 
Josephine Butler (Echo in the Desert: A Greeting from the North to Mrs. Josephine Butler) for 
distribution in support of the priests of Kristiania and others who were fighting against officially-
sanctioned prostitution.  Collett had previously read the Danish translation of Josephine Butler’s 
Une voix dans le désert (A Voice in the Desert) published in 1875, and had been inspired by the 
English woman’s fight against prostitution in Europe and England.  Collett’s pamphlet 
condemning the sexual double standard was an important contribution that encouraged those 
who were combating this human tragedy played out in streets of the major cities in Norway.  
Eight years later, legal prostitution ceased in Christiania.  This exemplifies Collett’s increasingly 
direct and active engagement in the fight against social injustices. 
 Collett’s next book about women in Norwegian society, published in 1882, is titled Mod 
Strømmen (Against the Current).  This is a collection of articles tied together by a theme from a 
folk tale titled “Kjærringa mod Strømmen” “A Hag Against the Current” by P. C. Asbjørnsen, 
her folklorist friend.  This tale is about a farmer’s wife who always contradicts him.  One day he 
becomes so angry that he throws her in the river.  She then floats upstream, against the current.  
Collett is encouraging the women of Norway to live up to their heritage and be like that farmer’s 
wife.  She bases each article on an actual incident or social convention that demeans women.  
While she has in earlier writings encouraged women’s personal development as a means to gain 
equal status with men, in these works she is exposing social conditions that affect their lives.  
She challenges women to speak out against institutionalized male privilege.   
 Collett’s final work, Mod Strømmen. Ny Række (Against the Current, New Volume) was 
published in 1885.  During the six years between the publication of these two essay collections 
with the same main title, she had spent much time in Germany, Italy, and France.  She especially 
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enjoyed a long visit with her close friends, Henrik and Susannah Ibsen in Sorrento.  Here she met 
other Scandinavian artists and writers who lived abroad.  In the forward to Mod Strømmen, Ny 
Række, Collett writes that Henrik Ibsen had encouraged her to rescue all of her writings that lay 
hidden and forgotten in magazines and newspapers from ørkendøden, “death in the desert.”  The 
result is a loose collection of articles she wrote after 1879 mixed with some earlier attempts at 
poetry and a few other previously unpublished essays and critiques of literature.  The collection 
is a display of the many nuances and moods of her authorship.  It also shows her still-powerful 
engagement in the fight for women’s rights.   
 Many literary critics took advantage of the publication of this collection to praise Camilla 
Collett for her contributions to Norwegian literature, culture, and the cause of women.  However, 
several pointed out that, since women had achieved emancipation, the fight belonged to the past.  
At that time, Norwegian women did not yet have the right to vote.   
 Alf Collett, in his biography Camilla Colletts Livshistorie (1911), recounts with pride the 
details of the official celebration of his mother’s eightieth birthday hosted by the City of 
Christiania.  This occasion brought her the recognition and honor she had long deserved.  He also 
mentions a final irony in a footnote.  The Norwegian Prime Minister recommended that she be 
awarded Norway’s highest honor, Commander of the Order of St. Olaf.  However, upon study of 
the order’s statutes, it was discovered that it could only be granted to men.  She died before the 
statutes were revised.  Important to Collett, however, was the advancement of her cause.  
On 6 March 1895, she passed away in the knowledge that younger hands would carry the fight 
for women’s rights forward (195-201, 203-205). 
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CHAPTER 2 
“NOGLE STRIKKETØISBETRAGTNINGER” 
“SOME REFLECTIONS WHILE KNITTING” 
(1842) 
  2.1 Translation 
 Isn’t it strange that in these times when people write about everything and anything, no 
one thinks of writing about our gentlemen?  Every third night articles show up in our newspapers 
that are as colorful and poisonous as toadstools (though toads don’t get their poison there)—and 
someone could easily devour this garbage.  People write about Meinertz and Münchhausen, 
about elephants and Old Schmahr, about remedies against hair loss and financial loss—but even 
those are not about our gentlemen—about lovely views and long views, about foreign dignitaries 
and other peculiarities, about the city’s attractions and distractions—but, still, this is nothing at 
all about our gentlemen—about predicaments and the Parliament, about lawmakers and law 
breakers, about Herman and Hanswurster, about Peter and Paul— but all these are still not really 
about our gentlemen.1
 Our lords!  Earth’s first born, Heaven’s favorites, lions here in our northern zone!  
There’s a topic for you!  Isn’t it curious, I say, that no one writes about them?  No, it’s not at all 
strange.  Whoever would think of that?  To expect men themselves to be impartial enough for the 
task would be almost too much to ask.  Anyway, how would they find time to leave the stage and 
take up the observer’s pencil, since in our part of world the pollinating half of the human species 
 
                                                 
1 In this paragraph, Collett pairs words in unlikely conjunctions.  So that today’s reader can better appreciate 
Collett’s humor, names that may have been forgotten over time are explained here.  Meinertz, a family name, 
contrasts with Munchhausen, a baron known for telling tall tales.  Old Schmahr was a seller of forged paintings.  
Henrik Wergeland wrote two comical poems in his defense, thus making Schmahr famous.  Herman is similar to the 
word herremann, meaning aristocrat.  Herman is juxtaposed with the puppet figure Hanswurster.  Peter and Paul are 
the two older brothers of Askeladden, or Ash Lad, the rags-to-riches hero in many Norwegian folktales.  Peter and 
Paul often fail the tests set for them, while Ash Lad succeeds.   
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is the only one that is active?   
 What about the ladies?  Yes, ladies do have plenty of time and most certainly don’t do 
anything.  Regarding that group, you can rest assured that I know them well.  They end all their 
letters, or thank you notes, or requests to borrow a new collar pattern with, “For God’s sake, 
don’t show this to anyone.”  I, too, close my own that way.  Shall these little, trivial, private 
thoughts now be made public?  Oh, if even a single sentence of this sort were to be printed, it 
would have a Medusa-like effect on its authoress.  She would turn to stone over her own deed, 
before others could stone her. 
 You may have heard about a kind of amphibian2
 You can therefore be secure.  You, our Lords and Masters!  We ladies will not seize your 
power.  If one of us dares to utter her silent thoughts, they will not disturb you.  They will only 
buzz around your ears for a minute, like a swarm of passing mosquitoes.   
 from which, although it is mute, you can 
squeeze sound out of, if you apply enough pain.  I can’t conceive of a situation dire enough to 
force Norwegian women to speak, even though they’re not simply in distress, but in extreme 
distress.  The inertia that overwhelms women from the time they are born, due to Norwegian 
upbringing and customs, precludes that kind of conduct.  That is, if our dazed behavior hasn’t 
duly deterred us already.  Besides, this breeding ground for pettiness we all live in would turn 
any attempt to write into an absolute martyrdom.  It can already be daunting enough for male 
writers.   
But despite these barriers, which rob us of speech, we have kept our sense of sight.  A cultivated 
and sensitive female soul will comprehend certain phenomena around her with greater insight 
and acuity than a man, and this keener sense of awareness is not as rare as one might believe.  
What some individuals already recognize in themselves stirs in the masses as something that is 
                                                 
2 Collett does not specify to what kind of amphibian she is referring. 
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undefined, obscure, and waiting for someone to call upon.  
 I cannot deny that the spinners’ judgment of the sword bearers is unfavorable.  Even 
taking into account that I am talking only .about our capital city, if the green trees look like this, 
will the dry ones look any better?3
 Our greatest complaint is that our masters are so unworthy of their power, so immature.  I 
know very well that they boast about their own intellects and abilities, and our ignorance.  Oh, 
what a flimsy case they have!  Here we must simply object.  When Jupiter, the chief god of the 
Romans, divided the world unevenly between the sexes, he did not give men the brother’s lot
  Sad but true, they don’t measure up either.  How telling that 
no one bothers to complain to their other half about this little circumstance—a harsh charge, 
since their reluctance doesn’t come from cowardice, rather from a natural fear of accomplishing 
nothing.  It’s more a fear of being construed in a negative manner, of being accused of injured 
vanity, of thirsting for compliments, and so on, with which complaints of this kind must expect 
to be met. 
4
 Female beauty and virtue have been throughout the ages the focal point for male culture 
 
without obligation.  Men are supposed to share the result of their greater intellectual life with us.  
Since, according to tradition, it is available only to them, we dare not seek it ourselves.  If we are 
ignorant, it is their fault.  However, since they have not strived towards any higher consciousness 
and have not acquired the fruits of knowledge, they should admit that they are only partly 
educated.  Thus, they have so painfully little to share with us.  On top of that, they are supposed 
to be much better than us!  I find more and more that women acquit themselves better, as long as 
we agree that the cultivation of the heart is women’s contribution to our culture.   
                                                 
3 Luke 23, 31: “For if they do these things in a green tree, what shall be done in the dry?”   
The green trees refer to those who are advantaged, while the dry trees are the disadvantaged.  In this case, the men of 
Christiania’s cultivated elite are the green trees. 
4 In Collett’s time, a brother received twice the inheritance of his sister.  
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and evolution.  From the Hottentots who use their women to pull their plows, to the refined 
Europeans who lie before their women’s feet, many thousand modifications of spirit and 
character have taken place on the evolutionary ladder!  It’s hard to know what value men place 
on us here, but it can’t be very high, since it completely lacks expression.  Our entire nation still 
has a relatively crass, undeveloped view of the beautiful, the admirable.  True appreciation does 
not content itself with the superficial, with its stirring, striking, arresting beauty.  Rather, it is like 
the bee that flies to ordinary flowers and knows to explore their rich sweetness, too.  Perhaps that 
can be only the fruit of a highly developed culture, and for that, we have to wait a long time.  I 
myself, when among foreigners, have wondered about this discerning eye!  While my Norwegian 
eyes often did not see, theirs could be mesmerized.  They knew how to explore the unseen, 
which can be more valuable than beauty itself.  Therefore, their languages have adjectives and 
expressions for what is captivating that we do not have.   
 Among our young fashionables, there is only one simple comment that counts: “Gosh 
she’s pretty.”  Charm, discretion, intellect, temperament are not taken into account, are never 
looked for, or appreciated in the slightest way, if someone even happens to notice these qualities.  
This manner of appraisal is devastating; but that’s what happens.  The so-called chaperones at 
these festive gatherings can confirm that this is the case, as can other alert observers.  On the 
condition, however, that they don’t have any beautiful daughters.  Balls are the perfect place for 
my observations, since the balls are the only setting where these poor women have any value, 
where they can win a garland to adorn their youth.  If they do not possess the qualities that count 
here, no one will ever award them a prize.  I know many of this kind, who deserved to be valued 
in another way.  They live the life of a pearl inside the oyster.  No one is aware of them, no one 
asks about them, and when they appear at gatherings, many a cavalier isn’t sure if it’s worth the 
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trouble to be polite to them.   
 This negativity, this lack of enthusiasm found in the so-called stronger sex spreads out in 
every direction.  Consequently, all gatherings are boring, tedious, and meaningless.  In contrast, a 
great body of wit and knowledge flows in the stream of a French conversation!  Many ideas are 
born in a lively exchange of opinions, many thoughts are clarified, and the mind is strengthened 
and refreshed by exercising the soul.  Moreover, nourishment flows into domestic life from this 
lively interchange.  Alas, this spontaneous pleasure in each other is missing among us.  I have 
frequently seen before me the living truth of these words.  Where there should have been 
liveliness and pleasure, there was formality and dryness; and where there should have been spirit 
and enthusiasm, there was emptiness and frigidity.  I willingly attend a ball, but not to dance 
myself.  No, I joined the honorable club of chaperones long ago.  Several years have gone by 
since I took the Tarpeian leap5 to become a citizen’s wife and matron.  Now I go to balls to 
watch others.  Every time I am at The Lycée,6
                                                 
5 The Tarpeian Rock is a cliff in ancient Rome from which murderers or traitors were hurled.  “Leap” on the other 
hand has been associated with an unhappy lover’s leap since Ovid first recorded that the Greek woman poet Sappho 
threw herself off the Leucadian Promentory because she had been rejected  by Phaon.  Collett may simply be 
referring to marriage as an irreversible passage – or leap – into a new status.  
 I sit in my gray silk dress at my old place down at 
the end of the ballroom and make my observations.  Some of the young wives and maidens are 
so pretty that they are a pleasure to watch.  There are some who are not, but whom I like to 
watch anyhow.  There are a few whom I find delightful.  Oh, don’t give me your pitying smiles, 
Messieurs!  My heart can beat fast at the sight of feminine beauty; but if you, whom nature has 
predisposed, aren’t moved, then I call you Hottentots!  “We are moved,” you will say.  De grâce!  
At least, spare us your protest.  Your dispassionate, cold tone of rejection is even worse than 
your aloofness.  We understand far better how to evaluate our sisters’ superiority in this respect.  
The sword bearers, whom you today more aptly could call the penknife bearers, look vexed 
6 The Lycée was the venue where Christiania society heard musical performances and danced at balls. 
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while surrounded with gaiety.  They have an air of boredom that leads one to believe that they 
dance only for the sake of exercise.  Signs like youthful liveliness, naive spontaneity, joyful 
enthusiasm that others possess because they are so full of hope, in short, all of these finest signs 
of youth, are not to be seen in them. 
 Likewise, at other gatherings, at parties, what emptiness, what secret torment!  Even 
under the most fortunate circumstances, one feels the invisible absence, as if Banquo’s Ghost 
were present.  In all social circles, there is an empty place for this unpleasant spirit.  The 
atmosphere is so inhospitable, so lethal for those with deeper minds.  One doesn’t know how to 
find a common theme, around which both parts can gather.  The mood then becomes so awkward 
and hesitant, and the entertainment so cold and flat.  If only a few are present, it usually ends up 
with the male participants dominating the conversation.  While listening, ladies have time to 
evaluate the committee reports and cases being discussed, but after awhile they lose their 
courage.  They dare not assume the role in the group that they should.  If they do, they risk losing 
their place in society forever.  They must resign themselves to hiding their light under a bushel.7
 Some remember when parties weren’t always so boring; there was a time when people 
were happy to see each other.  That was in the good old days of the Lycée.  I don’t know if it was 
because I was young back then.  No, others, many of the others, were too.  The gentlemen were 
gallant, although with a certain touching hint of Norwegian awkwardness.  In truth, this gallantry 
had little in common with that of today; it consisted more of a gallant disposition.  Very few of 
them wore white gloves, and they were unaware in those days that they should carry their 
  
Because of this inequity, the air of entertainment becomes forlorn.  All deeper, nobler, finer 
contributions are withheld.   
                                                 
7 The phrase “hiding their light under a bushel” refers to “Matthew 5:15: “Neither do men light a candle, and put it 
under a bushel, but on a candlestick; and it giveth light unto all that are in the house.” 
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chapeaux under their arms.  However, they were interested in the ladies, and the ladies rewarded 
them in turn with shy glances, motionless, furtive caresses, and by stepping on their dresses from 
joyful anticipation and awkwardness as they paraded between the crowded rows down the 
staircase and into the ballroom.  
 The young knights of that time have now become dignified men, many of whom are 
Norway’s pride and glory; but behind their business-like, father-of-the-family expressions, one 
can still see traces of those old days, and those traces are worth more than today’s part-
nonchalant, part-clumsy courtship. 
 Nonchalant Norwegians?  Norwegian nonchalance?  Huh, one could just as well talk 
about sentimental lumberjacks.  Given, however, that there may be a Norwegian nonchalance, it 
is not the European, which is satiated from the enjoyment of all the sources of pleasure in life.  
Ours is even more melancholy, it comes from an unattainable idea of pleasure, which exhausts 
our fantasies because our lives have nothing comparable.  Our Norway is undeveloped and 
poor—there is no use trying to hide it from ourselves, even if we protest and are offended when 
foreigners tell us so, or we read it in foreign travel guides.  Moreover, foreign travel guides tell 
us that our winters are long, our culture is rough, and our inns are shabby.  Wait!  This is not our 
story, although the shoddy inns can be primitive enough.  Who describes our inner doubts and 
needs?  I know: Through this confession, forgiveness is given.  We dare not blame each other.  
Nature, our sober, harsh mother, rocks us big and strong through what we lack; she nourishes us 
with her tears and breathes into us from the beginning this melancholy, this martyred resignation, 
so we later are able to withstand the bitterest deprivations.  Poor gentlemen and gentlewomen!  
We experience everlasting suffering and strife; but its blessings, the fruits of the struggle, do not 
reach us.   
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Translator’s Note: Camilla Collett wrote the following to “Nogle Strikketøisbetragtninger” 
when she reprinted it 32 years later in Sidste Blade, 4de og 5te Række (Last Leaves, Parts Four 
and Five) (1873).  She also dropped the tentative “Nogle” and united all the letters of the title 
into a single word.  Thus, she strengthened both the visual and verbal effect of 
“Strikketøisbetragtninger.”  For the first time, she placed her own name under the title of her 
work.  She was then sixty years old. 
“Strikketøisbetragtninger” 
“Reflections While Knitting” 
 As I was selecting articles that have previously been printed in periodicals to include in 
this Row of Memories and Confessions, I had strong doubts about whether my rescue operation 
should extend to “Strikketøisbetragtninger,” a little piece that was printed in Den 
Constitutionelle.  It is from way back in the forties and thus marks, so to speak, my first fearful 
step as a writer. 
 Reading through it again, however, I found it—especially taking into consideration that it 
is from so long ago—quite representative of the cause that I have devoted my life to and given 
my best efforts to shedding light on.  Thus, I do not hesitate to include it in this current 
anthology.  
 I will have to make a little confession in advance.  Every reader will readily understand 
that my opinions about the state of our social life and its participants are somewhat questionable.  
The advantages accorded the “knitting” gender at the other’s expense seem very out of date: 
Well, things were different in my day!  I based them on “reflections” that in the intervening years 
have undergone significant modifications.  It’s not the consequences of Evil in all its multiple 
manifestations we should scrutinize and condemn.  Rather Evil itself is the fundamental reason 
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why, if we begin our comparison with the consequences, we “knitters” sadly lose out.  And it can 
be different!  The part of the story where vindication will lead to freer, fuller, more harmonic 
growth will—it comes of itself—also bring the harvesting of its fruits.  Therefore, it’s not so 
surprising, and not only because of his academic education, that man usually stands above 
woman.  Consequently, even the failings of the first seem more tolerable than those of the last.  
That is our most bitter charge! 
 I am convinced, and I must emphasize that this is the foundation of my advocacy for 
women’s rights, that a sense of superiority that verges upon injustice is in constant danger of 
degenerating into something worse, and that will inevitably happen in all ignoble natures. 
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2.2 Notes on Translation 
of 
“Nogle Strikketøisbetragtninger” 
(“Some Reflections While Knitting”) 
 In this article that criticizes the coupled but separate lives of men and women, Collett 
accentuates her thesis by repeatedly using word pairs that either complement or are opposed to 
each other.  She expresses these dualities through improbable conjunctions, alliterative or 
rhyming word pairs that look or sound like synonyms but are antonyms in meaning, and words 
that have double meanings.  These word plays and pairings are difficult to replicate in another 
language.  Thus, the translator must search for a way to convey Collett’s idea, while retaining the 
aural or visual effect of the word pairs.  This often leads to compromise.   
The word strikketøisbetragtninger combines two nouns, strikketøis the possessive form 
of “knitting” or “piece of knitting,” and betragtninger “reflections” to form the phrase “knitting’s 
reflections.”  No knitter is present.  This direct translation can in no way be used in English.   
To bring clarity to my own thinking about this title, I posted a deliberately humorous 
comment about it on NORLA’s8
                                                 
8 NORLA is the Norwegian government sponsored foundation for Norwegian literature abroad.  The translator forum 
web address is http://www.norla.no/no/oversetterforum.   
 translator forum: “To me, it appears that the betraktninger 
(reflections) are being done by the strikketøy (piece of knitting),” and I asked for opinions on 
whether an actual knitter is implicitly present.  Does the knitter appear in the title phrase, or is 
her presence only assumed?  Three people replied, all in Norwegian, with comments about their 
own associations with knitting, as well as their interpretation of the title word.  The translations 
are mine. 
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Per Øystein Roland: 
Ordet strikketøysbetraktninger9
The word knitting’s-reflections reminds me of my mother, who can knit and at the 
same time do a bunch of other things.  So for me, the word means reflections done 
while one is knitting.  That is, not reflections done by the piece of knitting, but by 
the one who is knitting.  The title is meant to be ironic – since knitting is 
something ordinary (and traditionally a woman’s activity) and reflections are 
something intellectual. 
 minner meg om min mor, som kan strikke og 
samtidig gjøre en masse andre ting.  Så for meg betyr ordet betraktninger gjort 
mens man strikker.  Altså ikke betraktninger gjort av strikketøyet, men av den 
som strikker.  Titlen er nok ment ironisk – siden strikking er noe dagligdags (og 
tradisjonelt en kvinnesyssel) og betraktninger er noe intellektuelt. 
 Per Øystein Roland, relating his wife’s thoughts: 
Hun mente klart at tittelen er ironisk.  I utgangspunkt vil man oppfatte 
“strikketøisbetragtninger” som noe negativt, men her menes det vel at også 
strikketøysbetraktninger kan være kloke og velfunderte? 
She thinks that the title is clearly ironic.  At first glance, the reader would 
understand knitting’s-reflections as something negative, but in this case doesn’t it 
mean that reflections done while knitting can also be intelligent and well 
grounded? 
 Andrine Pollen: 
Jeg er enig med Per Øysteins innlegg, og vil føye til at jeg tenker at dette viser til 
                                                 
9This is the modernized spelling of the word. 
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tanker som er gjort av en som har kunnet sitte og lytte og fordøye ting som er blitt 
sagt – og som har kunnet gjøre seg noe kloke betraktninger om et emne, i fred or 
ro over strikketøyet.  Jeg tenker faktisk at en som strikker ofte kan jobbe mer 
konsentrert med tankearbeid – så det trenger ikke å være negativt ment.  Samtidig 
kan begrepet henvise til at tankene er gjort av en kvinne – og at kvinnenes 
meninger ikke alltid ble oppfattet som like viktige.  Selv om de altså burde ha blitt 
det. 
I agree with Per Øystein’s comments and would like to add that I think this refers 
to thoughts by someone who could sit and listen and digest things while they are 
being said—and who has been able to come to some intelligent reflections on a 
subject, in peace and quiet while knitting.  I actually think that one who is knitting 
often can better focus one’s thoughts—so it does not necessarily have a negative 
connotation.  At the same time, the term can indicate that a woman is thinking—
and that women’s opinions were not always considered as equally important, even 
if they should have been. 
The negative replies by these three native speakers to the question “Are the reflections being 
done by the piece of knitting?” show one danger of literal translation.  Frequently, phrases are 
simplified and common knowledge eliminated in the original.  The reader’s mind fills in the gap 
as strikketøisbetragtninger evokes the image of a woman knitting and reflecting.  Since everyone 
knows that yarn does not have a brain, it is not necessary to mention the knitter.  Even in Camilla 
Collett’s time when, to many, the idea that a woman’s reflections were worth reading was so 
absurd that one could read the title as ironic or oxymoronic, everyone would assume there was a 
knitter behind the title.   
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 I propose that the English title “Some Reflections While Knitting” would better reflect 
the associations evoked in a Norwegian reader by Nogle Strikketøisbetragtninger.  This 
translation, like Collett’s original, does not include the knitter in words, although the inclusion of 
“while” and the shift from “knitting” as a noun to the verb form (strikketøy n. to strikking v.) 
points to the knitter.  On the other hand, this proposed English title it is not faithful to the 
“knitted” structure, or the inbuilt contradiction of the compound noun in the Norwegian original. 
Paired Phrases 
 Collett follows up her title with a series of paired phrases that are either comical or 
satirical.  Some of the phrases readily lent themselves to the creation of nearly equivalent English 
translations.  In the phrase midler mot tynt hår og mot tynde kaar “remedies against hair loss and 
financial loss,” I substituted “loss” for the adjective “thin” (“tynt/tynde”) and moved the noun to 
the final position to retain the end rhyme of the phrase.  Sjønne Udsikter og lange Udsikter 
“lovely views and long views” have identical word equivalents, and “long view” has the same 
connotation of considering the future in both languages.  In addition, I could create an l-
alliteration in English by using “lovely” and “long” that is missing in Norwegian.  In fremmede 
Notabiliteter og andre Notabiliteter, the Norwegian “notabilitet” can mean either “a notable 
individual” or “strange.”  This double meaning does not occur in English, but English provides 
many word choices.  I selected “dignitaries” and “peculiarities” to provide similar internal 
rhythm and identical end rhyme to “foreign dignitaries and other peculiarities.”  In other cases, 
Collett’s pairs referred to specific names or events that were topical for the time, such as 
Meinertz, Münchhausen, and Old Schmahr.  Here I used footnotes, rather than break up her prose 
with lengthy explanations.  
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Dannelsen, Hjertens Dannelse og Dannelsens Frukter (Education, Cultivation of the Heart 
and the Fruits of Knowledge)  
 In the following paragraph, Collett uses several forms and meanings of the word 
dannelse.  The differences in meaning cannot be translated into English by using a common 
word.  Collett’s refined argument follows below, along with my English translation.  I have 
underlined dannelse and my renditions of that word.   
Det er vor store Anke, at vore Herskere er sin Magt saa lidt værdig, saa lidet 
voksne.  Jeg ved nok, at de pukker paa sine Kundskaber og Dyktighet, paa vor 
Uvidenhed.  Ak, hvilket daarligt Bevis!  Her maa vi just klage.  Da Jupiter delte 
Verden saa ulige mellom Kjønnene, gav ham dog ikke Mæendene Broderlodden 
uten Forpligtelser.  De skulde meddele os Resultaterne af dette sterkere andelig 
Liv, som efter Forholdene blot er tilgjængelige for dem, vi tør selv ikke søge dem.  
Er vi uvidende, er det deres Skyld.  Men de er selv endu ikke vaagnede til nogen 
høiere Bevidsthed og har ikke tilegnet sig Dannelsens Frugter, om manend maa 
tilstaa, at de tildels besidder Dannelsen selv og derfor har de endnu saa saare 
lidet at meddele os.  Og saa ovenikjøbet, at de skulde være oss for gode!  Jeg 
finder meget mere, at Damene gjør bedre Fyldest for sig, saalænge man dog er 
enig om, at Hjertens Dannelse er den Andel til den almindlige Kultur, som vi skal 
yde.  (298) 
Our greatest accusation is that our Masters are so lacking in merit, so lacking in 
maturity to be worthy of their power.  I know very well that they boast about their 
own intellects and abilities, and our ignorance.  Oh, what flimsy evidence!  Here 
we must simply complain.  When Jupiter divided the world unevenly between the 
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sexes, he did not give men the brother’s share without obligation.  Men are 
supposed to share with us the product of their greater intellectual life, which 
according to tradition is only available to them; we ourselves dare not seek it.  If 
we are ignorant, it is their fault.  However, since they have not strived towards 
any higher consciousness and have not acquired the fruits of knowledge, they 
must admit that they are only partly educated.  Thus, they have so painfully little 
to share with us.  Despite all this, they are supposed to be too good for us!  I find 
more and more that women acquit themselves better, as long as we agree that the 
cultivation of the heart is what women should contribute to our culture.   
“Dannelse” has two definitions in Norwegian, which Collett is playing on in her argument.  One 
meaning refers to formal education, or, in this context, the higher Classical education reserved 
for men.  The other definition refers to the result of a process of personal development or 
cultivation.  Cultivated individuals have some exposure to language, literature, art, and history, 
and, in addition, possess a refined aesthetic taste or emotional sensitivity that is reflected in their 
manners, behavior, and social values.  According to Collett, in order to harvest the fruits of 
knowledge, an individual must be both educated and cultivated.  That is, she or he must possess 
“dannelse” in both senses of the word.  The translation cannot imply, as the original does, a 
connection between the two of them.  I had to choose “education” in one sentence and 
“cultivation” in the other. 
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2.3 Camilla Collett’s First Fearful Step as an Author 
First you ought to treat the city as we do when we wash the dirt out of a fleece: 
stretch it out and pluck and thrash out of the city all those prickly scoundrels; aye, 
and card out those who conspire and stick together to gain office, pulling off their 
heads.  Then card the wool, all of it, into one fair basket of goodwill, mingling in 
the aliens residing here, any loyal foreigners, and anyone who’s in debt to the 
Treasury; and consider that all our colonies lie scattered round about like 
remnants; from all of these collect the wool and gather it together here, wind up a 
great ball, and then weave a good stout cloak for the democracy.  (Aristophanes 
594-604) 
Aristophanes’ comedy Lysistrata is the oldest historic example of women’s work serving as a 
metaphor for solving a political problem.  This anti-war play, where the women go on strike to 
force the men stop fighting, first was performed at the Dionysian festival in 411 B.C.  The leader 
of the women, Lysistrata, proposes that women can bring peace and restore democracy to the 
Greek city-states by using the same method they use to convert a dirty piece of fleece into a 
skein of yarn to weave a solid garment.  Aristophanes employs poetry and wit, countered with 
farce and blatant sexual humor, to call attention to a serious theme: War is destroying Athens.  
Knitting: A Mindless or Mindful activity? 
 In “Nogle Strikketøisbetragtninger” (“Some Reflections While Knitting”) a knitting 
woman, like Lysistrata, proposes that the act of knitting can serve as a metaphor for fashioning 
Norway into a strong nation-state.  This witty and satirical article with an undertone of sexual 
insult is about a serious topic, that is, the unequal relationship between women and men.  In her 
first published work, Camilla Collett lays aside her knitting, sharpens her pen, and hones her 
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words to anonymously enter the public forum dominated by men and charge them with robbing 
women of their voices and their freedom of choice.  She also exhorts women to put aside their 
fears and dare to speak for themselves.  She argues that until women are heard, none the people 
of Norway will be able to harvest the fruits that come from living intellectually and emotionally 
rich lives.  Moreover, the men of Norway’s cultural and political elite, by excluding others, are 
failing in their mission to build a strong and unified nation.  Collett will later say that this early 
article pointed the way to what would prove to be her life’s cause, writing to improve the 
conditions of women.  
The Norwegian title of Camilla Collett’s first published article is a contrast in terms.  The 
word strikketøisbetragtninger links together twenty-four letters forming two nouns, the 
possessive form of “knitting” strikketøis and “reflections” betragtninger – like a row of stitches 
in a piece of knitting.10
                                                 
10 Strikketøy n. knitting, piece of knitting.  Betraktninger n, reflections. 
  It visually replicates the working of loose reflections into a tightly 
formed statement, while the introductory nogle “some” lends a tentative feeling to the title.  
While compounding nouns into a single word is characteristic of Northern European languages, 
there is something missing in this instance—namely, the explicit presence of a knitter, that is, an 
agent.  Since a piece of knitting can neither knit itself nor reflect, the title presents several 
improbable conjunctions.  In reality, a person knits, and a person reflects.  By removing the 
knitter, the anonymous author adds a touch of irony to her title.  This article was written in the 
Late Romantic period, when only men of the educated elite were thought capable of intellectual 
reflection.  The association with knitting marks the author as a woman, a member of what 
Camilla Collett called the strikkende kjønn, or “knitting gender.”  Perhaps the title indicates that 
women confine their thoughts to domestic tasks, such as knitting.  Men, too, construct material 
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objects, but at the time Collett wrote this article, they had a virtual monopoly on the production 
of words and ideas for public consumption.  The prevailing belief was that women had little, if 
anything, to contribute to the public discourse.  Given the mindset of the time, why would a 
woman’s reflections be worth printing?  Is knitting a mindless or a mindful activity?  Does the 
compound word strikketøisbetragtninger present a paradox or a potential?   
Knowing the way women were thought of in the Romantic Era, as well as the low value 
placed on knitting, Collett would expect readers to see her title as paradoxical.  Women were 
appreciated primarily for their domestic skills and for making life pleasant for their husbands, 
rather than for their intellectual gifts.  Knitting had long traditions in Norway up to the Industrial 
Age as one of the skills essential for creating clothing in self-sufficient farming households.11
                                                 
11 There is still a strong knitting tradition in Norway, where hand-knitted items are prized over lower-quality 
machine knit garments.  
  
Thus, knitting was simply a method of producing everyday clothing, rather than a decorative art 
like embroidery or lace making used to adorn textiles.  Since little importance was attributed to 
either knitting or women’s ideas, knitting’s positive effect on the mind would not have been 
commonly recognized in 1842.  While knitting, however, Camilla Collett experiences this effect.  
She knits and she reflects.  Thus, rather than presenting a paradox, her title signals that she will 
discuss ideas that came to her while knitting.  Confirmation that she understood that knitting can 
focus the mind is found in a piece titled Langs Andelven (By Duck River) that she and her 
husband wrote about the same time  Strikketøisbetragtninger was printed.  The folklorist Peter 
Christian Asbjørnsen comes to Eidsvoll to visit Camilla Collett and her childhood nanny Lisbeth 
Maria, who is a teller of folktales.  The party of three finds a peaceful place by the river where 
Lisbeth Maria will recite a tale.  Collett recalls: “Medens Lisbeth Maria har taget sit Strikketøi 
og sat sig ned paa en stor, afhuggen Træbul for at samle sine Tanker, gaar vi endnu et Par Skridt 
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videre frem” (SVM 1: 156).  “When Lisbeth Maria took out her knitting and sat down on a wide 
tree stump to collect her thoughts, we walked on several steps.”  The storyteller sits by herself 
and uses knitting as a means to focus and call to mind the folktale she will tell.  This confirms 
that Collett knew that the repetitive act of knitting was a means to reach the mind’s store of 
knowledge.  
The Knitting Woman in the Eye of the Male  
The act of knitting can also affect the observer, even becoming a social symbol.  In 
nineteenth-century-Europe, the image of a woman sitting alone with her knitting or needlework 
was a popular symbol of domesticity.  Artists placed their subjects in a peaceful setting, which 
suggests that the sight of a woman plying her needle had a soothing effect on the observer.  In 
Emile, first published in 1762, Rousseau made a statement about the kind of needlework suitable 
for cultivated women.   
Needlework is what Sophy likes best; and the feminine arts have been taught her 
most carefully, even those you would not expect, such as cutting out and 
dressmaking.  There is nothing she cannot do with her needle, and nothing that 
she does not take a delight in doing; but lace-making is her favourite occupation, 
because there is nothing which requires such a pleasing attitude, nothing which 
calls for such grace and dexterity of finger.  (Project Gutenberg) 
Lace is a delicate, almost ethereal product, fashioned of hundreds of small stitches and 
intervening empty spaces, which together form a metaphor for Rousseau’s feminine ideal: a 
woman of much beauty, but little substance.  Rousseau contends that a girl’s natural inclination 
is to gratify men, so her education should focus on acquiring accomplishments that give men 
pleasure.  In “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” Laura Mulvey speaks of the gender 
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imbalance between the male gaze and the female object: Men look while women are positioned 
to be looked at (19).  Rousseau states in all seriousness that Sophy should make lace to please the 
male eye.   
 Henrik Ibsen, a friend and compatriot of Camilla Collett, also speaks of the value of 
various kinds of needlework in Et Dukkehjem (A Doll’s House), written thirty-seven years after 
Collett’s article in 1879.  Torvald and Nora Helmer have just come home from a party where 
Nora danced the tarantella to entertain the other guests.  In a display of possession, the drunken 
and sexually aroused Helmer then whisks his “lovely little Capri girl” around the room before 
taking her home.  Nora’s friend Kristine Linde is there, waiting for her.  Helmer, surprised and 
displeased to see Mrs. Linde there, picks up her knitting:  
Helmer: So, you knit, eh? 
Mrs. Linde: Oh yes. 
Helmer: You should embroider instead, you know. 
Mrs. Linde: Oh?  Why? 
Helmer: So much prettier.  Watch!  You hold the embroidery like this in the left 
hand, and then you take the needle in the right hand, like this, and you 
describe a long, graceful curve.  Isn’t that right? 
Mrs. Linde: Yes, I suppose so... 
Helmer: Whereas knitting on the other hand just can’t help being ugly.  Look!  
Arms pressed into the sides, the knitting needles going up and down – 
there’s something Chinese about it.  Ah, that was marvelous champagne 
they served tonight.12
In the final sentence of this conversation Ibsen reminds the audience that Helmer is drunk, and in 
  (68-69) 
                                                 
12 Translation by James McFarlane and Jens Arup. 
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the next lines, the still-sexually-aroused Helmer forces himself on his wife.  Thus, Ibsen rejects 
the legitimacy of the male gaze and the woman’s obligation to perform before it.   
Producing intricate patterns of lace demands careful attention.  Thus, there are few 
intuitive, rhythmic motions that can open the mind to reflection as knitting does.  In her own 
title, Collett selects the image of knitting rather than fine needlework in order to establish that 
she intends to produce something useful, both materially and mentally.  Collett chooses knitting 
for her central metaphor because knitting is quintessential women’s work, but not especially 
pleasing to the male gaze.  She is not writing her essay to please, but to provoke debate. 
The turning point in Et Dukkehjem follows the conversation quoted above, and Kristine 
Linde is its catalyst.  Ibsen places the decision to reveal the truth in the hands of a knitting 
woman.  When Torvald reads the letter that reveals Nora’s secret, he accuses Nora of destroying 
his reputation.  She leaves him, shocking audiences in theaters all over Europe.  Kate Millett, 
referring to historic male hegemony in Sexual Politics (1969) asserts, “Until Ibsen’s Nora 
slammed the door announcing the sexual revolution, this triumph went nearly uncontested” 
(115).  However, the knitting woman in “Nogle Strikketøisbetragtninger” had already opened 
the door for Nora.   
Writing a Feuilleton and Remaining Anonymous  
Camilla Collett will make known in “Nogle Strikketøisbetragtninger” that controversial 
ideas can take shape while a woman is knitting.  Like the undetectable knitter who does not 
appear in the title, the author is also anonymous.  “Nogle Strikketøisbetragtninger” was 
published as a two-part feuilleton on March 23 and 24, 1842 in Den Constitutionelle, a political 
and literary daily newspaper published in Christiania (now Oslo). 
Camilla Collett recalls in “Et Gjenmæle” (A Retort), written 37 years later, how Jonas 
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asked her to write for the newspaper and she reluctantly agreed, “dog kun under Betingelse af 
den strengeste Taushed og en ubrydelig syvforseglet Anonymitet” (“but only under condition of 
the strictest secrecy and an unbreakable seven seals anonymity”) (SVM 3: 90). 13  Remaining 
anonymous was a convention primarily used by women at that time.14
Jonas had first read a feuilleton, a popular segment in French newspapers, while visiting 
France in 1839.  As a frequent contributor to Den Constitutionelle, he saw that feuilletons would 
bring variety to the stern style of this paper.  Feuilletons were lighter commentaries on the 
literary and art scene, humorous anecdotes, satires, short stories, and other articles meant to 
entertain the readers. 
   
 
Fig. 2: Below the line: Nogle Strikketøisbetragtninger. 
                                                 
13 H. Eitrem, in his supplementary notes in Volume III of Samelede Verker Mindeutgaven, questions C. Collett’s 
recollection and points out that her husband actually wrote a year later, suggesting that she write the short story that 
was later published as “Kongsgaard” (The Royal Estate).  
14 A collection titled Ydalen was published in 1850.  It included contributions by one female and four male authors.  
All the men signed their own names to their work, while Camilla Collett’s short story “Et Gjensyn” (Meeting Again) 
was anonymous. 
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Den Constitutionelle followed the custom of the French newspapers, and printed the 
feuilletons in smaller type below a line marking them off from the more serious essays that had 
the most prominent placement on the page (Diktning 164-165).  Camilla and Jonas Collett had 
already collaborated on several feuilletons for the paper, and, as he had done with those, the 
editor placed “Strikketøisbetragtninger” below the line.  (Diktning 146). 
Andreas Munch may have been trivializing the article with this placement.  However, any 
reader who expected to read a light piece devoted to thoughts on knitting and domestic bliss was 
in for a surprise.  Although the author’s punning, witticisms, and ironic style make this feuilleton 
entertaining to read, her underlying point is serious.  “Strikketøisbetragtninger” makes use of 
ridicule and remonstration to expose flaws in society and criticize its leaders’ failures before 
finally proposing a solution.  Camilla Collett’s satire is in the tradition of many great satirists 
who write to oppose the status quo as far back as the early Greek poets, among them 
Aristophanes.  Because her article was published in a newspaper, it would reach a wide audience 
of both men and women.  Many would read it at the same time, and if readers found it 
provocative, her article would be discussed and debated.  Indeed, in her article she attacked, 
among others, the group of men that stood behind Den Constitutionelle.  This was, however, a 
newspaper that welcomed controversial and entertaining articles that would spark debate, and, 
since a woman wrote this piece, the editor may have felt that it posed no real threat to male 
power.   
 In her essay, Camilla Collett satirizes the men who were fighting the culture wars of the 
1830s and early 1840s.  She was intimately acquainted with men on both sides of the debate, but 
she does not support one side over another.  Instead, she writes from a woman’s point of view 
and ridicules all of the participants in this fray, perhaps because she is now independent of both 
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Welhaven and her brother Henrik.  Collett considered this article as the beginning of her writing 
career and her cause for women (SVM 2: 293).  Simply by the act of speaking in the public 
arena, she is breaking the silence imposed upon women by the hyper-masculine society of her 
time.  By not mentioning the knitter in the title and not identifying the author of the article, 
Collett twice frames a central argument in her essay: Men dominate the public sphere, while 
confining women to the domestic space.  Thus, men rob women of their voices, their 
individuality, and their agency.  
Scholarly Opinions 
Three Norwegian scholars, Ellisiv Steen,15 Torill Steinfeld,16 and Kristin Ørjasæter,17
                                                 
15 Diktning og virkelighet: en studie i Camilla Colletts forfatterskap, 1947.   
 all 
of them women, have written about Camilla Collett’s first feminist piece of writing, although 
none extensively.  All point back in time to before Collett’s marriage to Peter Jonas Collett, 
when the then Camilla Wergeland engaged in a secret correspondence with the poet Johan 
SebastianWelhaven.  They agree that this clandestine relationship, which came close to breaking 
her down before she ended it, is the prime source for her accusation that, because educated 
Norwegian men fail in their obligation to share their knowledge and ideas, they silence women.  
Steen also points out that Collett echoes Welhaven when she expresses a desire for a higher 
cultural level in Norway in her own writing.  Ørjasæter, deriving her ideas from her readings of 
Wergeland’s collected letters and diaries from the 1830s, calls “Strikketøisbetragtninger” 
Collett’s hidden dialogue with Welhaven.  Steinfeld contends that Collett has a split view of 
male authority in this essay.  She criticizes men for failing women, but dreams of a “positive 
patriarchy” that will give the women of Norway’s social elite their rightful place as arbiters of 
taste and culture.  All agree that Collett’s ideas were derived from her personal experience as a 
16 “Gjør sommeren blid for svalerne.  Camilla Collett.”  Volume One of Norsk kvinnelitteraturhistorie, 1988, 77-83. 
17 Camilla: Norges første feminist, 2003.   
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woman in a patriarchal society.   
At the time it was first published, Collett’s critical article sparked little reaction.  Only 
three readers wrote letters in response to the article.  None of the writers responded to Collett’s 
criticism of the social order, her description of the repression of women, or her vision of a 
thriving country where every woman and man enjoyed the freedom to achieve their highest 
potential as human beings.  Instead, in a demonstration of how the ruling class persuades its 
victims of its legitimacy, they all wrote in defense of men.  The first, by a man, states that 
“madam” is too harsh in judging all men alike.  The second was by a woman who praises and 
compliments the article’s author at length, but feels it is unfair to use gentlemen’s boring 
behavior at balls as a norm for their general attitude towards women.  A well-known man of 
letters, Rolf Olsen, signed the third article.  He satirizes the article at length, using the image of a 
piece of knitting as a symbol.  He states that the article is long, open at both ends, and full of 
holes.  He accuses the writer of having ambitions for her sex that taste of emancipation.  Olsen 
attacks her in addition for having unladylike ambitions and employs crass humor to demean her.  
According to Ellisiv Steen, Olsen’s use of satire does not reach the level of Collett’s (Quoted in 
Diktning 175-176). 
Frequently, the best defense against unsettling ideas is silence, which may be the reason 
why most readers of Den Constitutionelle did not respond in writing to Camilla Collett’s 
controversial article.  Despite its obvious generalizations about gender, it was accurate in its 
description of the imbalanced relationship between men and women, and many who read it must 
have recognized the truth in what she said.   
I propose that Camilla Collett, rather than writing solely about her personal past, is 
engaging in Norway’s culture wars of the time, as well as expounding an early feminist agenda.  
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While there are echoes of her unhappy romance with Welhaven in this piece, as a newly married 
woman, Camilla Collett is primarily searching for agency, a new role for herself that will give 
her a voice outside the domestic sphere.  She persuasively argues that the men of Norway’s 
power elite, because they silence women, are failing in their nation-building project.  Thus, all of 
Norway’s inhabitants are on the verge of failing to achieve their potential greatness, both as 
individuals and as a unified people.  Knitting twines loose strands of yarn into a functional 
garment.  Knitting also serves as a metaphor for Collett’s vision of a society where all its citizens 
join together to form a strong and united country. 
All of the previous scholarly articles about “Nogle Strikketøisbetragtninger” are in 
Norwegian, so this chapter is the first English-language discussion of the piece.  I focus on 
Collett’s key ideas, as well as her deft use of satire to first ridicule her targets, and then exhort 
them to change their ways.  The piece is episodic in nature, with its seemingly random 
commentaries on women and men coming together to form a sober conclusion about the state of 
Norway.  I also follow the stylistically random path Collett takes in this article as she knits loose 
threads together in order to show how she constructs a cohesive argument. 
Diction and Style 
The looseness of the feuilleton is highly suitable for Camilla Collett’s passionate and 
personal style of writing.  The anonymous knitting woman begins with an idle reflection: “Det er 
underligt, at det nutildags, hvor der skrives om alt og ingenting, dog aldrig falder nogen ind at 
skrive noget om vore Herrer”  (SVM 2: 296).  (“It is remarkable, that nowadays, when there’s 
writing about everything and anything, it never occurs to anybody to write something about our 
gentlemen.”)  The repetitive and rhythmic but unfinished three phrases that open this sentence 
(Dét ĕr úndĕrlígt, át dĕt nútĭldágs, hvór dĕr skríves ŏm ált ŏg íngĕntíng), each with its alternating 
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stressed and unstressed vowels, mimic the alternating motion of knitting needles forming 
stitches.  Each phrase ends on a stressed vowel, and the next phrase begins with yet another 
stressed vowel, causing a slight hesitation in the beat.  Out of these faltering phrases, a thought 
takes shape: no one writes about men.   
Then, continuing the click, clack cadence of the needles, the knitter, making use of 
alliteration, rhyme, puns, and plays on words, lists in likely or unlikely conjunctions what people 
write about: 
Man skriver om Meinertz og om Münchhausen, om Elefanten og om gamle 
Schmahr, om Midler mod tyndt Haar og mod tynde Kaar; men det er endnu ikke 
om vore Herrer; - om skjønne Udsigter og lange Udsigter, om fremmede 
Notabiliteter og andre Notabiliteter, om Byens Se-og Merkværdigheder; men det 
er endnu slet ikke om vore Herrer; om Smaating og Storting, om Repræsentanter 
og om Fanter, om Hermann og Hanswurster, om Per og Paal; -men det er 
altsammen endnu ikke egentlig om vore Herrer.  (SVM 2: 296) 
People write about Meinertz and Münchhausen, about elephants and Old 
Schmahr, about remedies against hair loss and financial loss—but even those are 
not about our gentlemen—about beautiful views and long views, about foreign 
dignitaries and other peculiarities, about the city’s attractions and distractions—
but, still, this is nothing at all about our gentlemen—about predicaments and the 
Parliament, about lawmakers and law breakers, about Herman and Hanswurster, 
about Peter and Paul— but all these are still not really about our gentlemen. 
These lend a disarming, nonsensical air to the article’s introductory paragraph, while at the same 
time they may confirm the opinion of many readers that the title’s “knitting” and “reflection” 
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may themselves form an incompatible conjunction.  Taking a closer look at these word pairs, 
they are related to each other but do not carry the same weight of importance.  The loss of hair is 
important to no one other than the individual who suffers from it, while a financial loss can have 
a wider and more devastating effect.  A beautiful view gives immediate pleasure, while a long 
view is associated with the consideration of how things will develop in the future.  The high 
status of a notable person, or dignitary, is undermined by the negative connotation of the word 
notable in the sense of being peculiar.  A city prides itself on its architectural and cultural 
attractions, but a city also has its seamier sides.  Both can be a magnet for visitors.  
Predicaments, or unimportant problems, contrast with the weighty problems dealt with by the 
Norwegian Parliament.  However, the parallel of predicaments and Parliament suggests that 
things discussed there may not always be of great importance.   
At the end of this seemingly silly sequence, the knitting woman’s wordplay turns to men: 
The name Hermann is similar to the word herremann, an aristocrat, but Hermann is juxtaposed 
and tied alliteratively to Hanswurster, a puppet figure.  Per og Pål are the two older brothers of 
Askeladden, the main character in many Norwegian folktales.  While they appear to have greater 
potential than their younger brother, Per and Pål often fail the tests set for them before 
Askeladden succeeds. The names of stock figures from respectively a puppet show and folk tales 
create a feeling that the men who are the subject of her essay are themselves interchangeable 
stock characters.  This idea is borne out when she later scrutinizes men in detail.  She will not 
individualize them; rather, she will categorize them.  Moreover, the succession of names marks a 
decline in the quality of men from aristocrat, to puppet to two folklore figures who fail any test 
set before them.  That her male contemporaries do not measure up to their forefathers also is a 
conclusion that she reaches in this essay.  
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The knitting woman then returns from her unlikely juxtapositions to her original thought: 
“men det er altsammen endnu ikke egentlig om vore Herrer” (but all this really isn’t about our 
gentlemen) (SVM 2: 296).  Her witticisms then take on a sharp edge as she as repeats the “vore 
Herrer” of the opening line and gives it the overtone of “our lords and masters.”  The modest 
woman, stitching one word after another, obsequiously links together a chain of flattering titles, 
“first born,” “Heaven’s favorites,” “lions of the north.”  At the same time, the excessiveness of 
these characterizations exposes that men are not worthy of this place.  She also introduces a key 
question in her essay: Who will observe and write about the public stage and the men who 
perform there? 
Textile and Text (Tekstil og Tekst) 
Collett answers her own question by taking up the pencil.  Both text (tekst) and textile 
(tekstil) stem from the Latin word tex-ere, which means to weave.  The woman, who, stitch by 
stitch, is knitting yarn into textile, turns to weaving her reflections into a text, word by word.  
Knitting becomes writing.   
By taking up the pen, she is infringing upon a penile prerogative.  Her statement “Since 
in our part of the world the pollinating half of the human species is the only one that is active” 
signals her implicit use of sexual imagery throughout the article.  This usage exposes and 
censures what she sees as two realities: Society categorizes men and women according to gender, 
and as a rule, they interrelate only through mating games.  In the final phrase above, where she 
refers to males as the pollinating half of the species, she cloaks a sexual insult in terms normally 
associated with natural science, “pollinating”, “human” and “species.”  This wicked image 
reduces men to their sexual function, surely as a payback for how men use women.  
Collett weaves together her text by first describing men, their characteristics and 
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shortcomings, and afterwards turning to discuss women.  The rigid gender boundaries reflect the 
patriarchal culture in which she lives, and are a precursor of Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of the 
“field” as a network of relationships and a site of struggle.  She establishes a dichotomy of two 
fields, one of men and the other of women.  In the patriarchal society she describes, men control 
the public domain while confining women to the home.  Men speak while women are silent.  
Men are active while women are passive.  Although Collett first appears to contrast two level 
“fields” that complement each other, she will demonstrate that the fields are tilted in men’s 
favor.  
Forstenes eller Stenes (Turn to Stone or be Stoned) 
Collett questions the relationship between women and writing, asking whether they are 
able to write about men.  Employing an understated irony, the anonymous authoress assures her 
readers that women do not pose a threat.  They write solely about domestic matters and end their 
letters with reminders to keep whatever they write secret!  She contends that idealized feminine 
modesty leads to women’s failure to act.   
O en eneste saadan trykt Linje maatte paa Forfatterinden øve noget som en 
Medusa-lignende Virkning; hun vilde forstenes over sit eget Verk, førend hun 
endnu kunde stenes af de andre. 
Oh, if even a single sentence of this sort were to be printed, it would have a 
Medusa-like effect on its authoress.  She would turn to stone over her own deed, 
before others could stone her. 
By depicting women, rather than men, as gazing upon the Medusa, and by equating the Medusa 
with the writing of women, she implies both the potential power of a woman’s writing–it can be 
as powerful as the Medusa–and the socially induced fear of the power lurking potentially within 
69 
 
her writing.  If a woman’s writings were made public, she would in shame turn to stone 
(forsteiner seg).  The fear of a metaphoric public stoning (forsteining) makes a woman her own 
worst enemy.  She censors herself and conceals her writings.  In this way, subjugated groups, 
fearing retribution for speaking out, act to silence themselves.   
The anonymous writer states that she, like other women, writes about unimportant 
domestic topics.  In reality, Collett knows from her own voluminous collection of letters and her 
diary that female writing can be as powerful as Medusa.  For many years before she married, she 
wrote letters about her deepest feelings, then analyzed and expanded on them in her diary.  She 
was to carry these private writings with her for the rest of her life, showing them only to intimate 
friends and members of her family.  She understood their potential literary and historical value, 
but she requested that they be published only after her death18
In her description of women’s fearfulness, she condemns the social conditioning that 
causes their behavior.  She urges women to speak out because their need is great, while at the 
same time she concedes that they are unable to do so.  She attributes their silence to how they are 
brought up from birth.  Her conclusion that the way girls are raised causes their passivity as 
women is a forerunner to Pierre Bourdieu concept of the “habitus.”  He defines the “habitus,” or 
the “durable, transposable system of definitions” as a view of the order of things that a child first 
 (Amundsen, Optegnelser, 
Introduction).  She realized that if she made public her most intimate thoughts from her younger 
years, she would allow the invasion of her own and others privacy.  The resulting gossip would 
be equivalent to a public stoning.  By portraying women’s private writings as unimportant, she is 
participating in the secret kept by women when they implore, “For God’s sake, don’t show this 
to anyone.”   
                                                 
18 Her son Alf inherited these writings, but he did not want them published during his own lifetime.  They were later 
published in a four-volume collection, the first volume in 1928 under the title Optegnelser fra ungdomsaarene 
(Memoirs from Younger Years).  
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acquires from the conscious and unconscious behavior of her family.  The child is further 
habituated, or acculturated, to her expected role in society by factors such as her education, her 
social class, and her gender (Bourdieu 134).  Collett states what Bourdieu later codifies, that 
early influences and social conditioning will affect a woman’s attitudes and actions throughout 
her life.  She compares this behavior to a kind of mute amphibian that emits a sound only when 
subjected to pain.  The normally mute amphibians are adapted to live in dual environments, both 
on land and in water.  This duality of living two lives can be applied to women, who lead an 
outward life of decorum and silence, while they inwardly lead an emotional life that they must 
repress.  Under these circumstances, their private correspondence and diaries could serve as 
clandestine outlets for expressing these buried emotions.   
Herskere og Herrer (Lords and Masters)  
In a challenge to male power, Collett adopts formal language and a driving alliteration 
that calls to mind a skaldic poet praising a Viking hero.  At the same time, she employs an 
already archaic form of the second person plural that was still used in the pulpits of Norwegian 
churches: 
I kan derfor være trygge, I vore Herskere og Herrer! . . . Damerne skal 
ikke gribe ind i eders Magt. Vover en af dem end her at udtale sine stumme 
Tanker, saa skal disse dog ikke forurolige eder; de skal kun surre eder et Øieblik 
om Ørene, lig en Sværm forbiflyvende Myg.  (SVM 2: 297) 
Ye can therefore rest assured, ye our Lords and Masters!  The ladies will not 
interfere with your power.  Dare so one of those in this place utter her silent 
thoughts, they still will not disturb ye; they will only buzz around your ears for a 
minute, like a swarm of passing mosquitoes. 
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The hard consonants and powerful symbolism of the words “Herskere,” “Herrer,” “Magt,” and 
“Vover,” and the religious intonations of “I” and “eder” she uses to address the men add to 
Collett’s image of an indomitable patriarchy supported by historic and religious foundations, 
even as her sentences declare that women’s voices pose no threat to men.  Softer alliterative 
sounds of “stumme,” “surre,” and “sværm” follow as the writer characterizes women.  Any 
thoughts expressed by women are associated with words expressing impermanence, “øyeblikk” 
and “forbiflyvende,” while “myg” describes a tiny pest that can be brushed away. 
This declaration contains an unspoken paradox: If women pose no danger to men, why 
does the author need to assure men that there is no danger?  In speaking directly to men, and 
assuring them that women are of no threat to them, she is at the same time making women aware 
of the social structure that silences them.   
Se og Sjæl (See and Soul) 
Collett shifts tone with a rhetorical triad designed to incite, unite and inspire women.  
Using the first person plural in order to ally herself with all women, she persuasively speaks to 
them about the power she believes they alone possess: “Men tross disse hindringer, der betager 
os mælet, beholder vi dog Evnen til at se” (But despite these barriers, which rob us of speech, we 
still have our sense of sight) (SVM 2: 297).  She first informs women that unfair obstacles are 
placed in their paths.  Second, aligning herself with all women, she clearly states that we have 
been robbed of speech.  In the final third of the sentence, still using the first person plural, she 
reminds women that we have still have another sense: sight.  Collett believes that women not 
only with see with their eyes, they comprehend with their souls. 
This refers back to the juxtaposed elements in the title of the article, “knitting’s” and 
“reflections.”  The silent woman with her knitting not only observes, she reflects upon what she 
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sees.  Although men have a monopoly on power and speech, women enjoy greater insight.  
Collett restructures the hierarchal relationship that places women below men when she proposes 
that women possess their own powers.   
Spindesiden og Sverdsiden (The Spinners and the Sword Bearers) 
 The anonymous writer further elevates the status of women in relation to men when she 
places them beside each other and then states that women judge men and find them wanting: “At 
Spindesidens Dom over Sverdsiden er ugunstig, kan jeg ikke fragaa”  (I cannot deny that the 
spinner’s judgment of the sword bearers is unfavorable) (SVM 2: 297). The alliteration of the soft 
consonant “s” robs men of the hard consonants they possessed in the passage describing male 
power in the “Herskere og Herrer” section.   
 Collett evokes images from mythology and legend when she chooses Spinde (spin) and 
Sverd (sword).  The female Fates spin the thread of life and control the destinies of both gods 
and mortals in Greek, Roman, and Old Norse mythology.  The powers of the Fates are greatest.  
Why then, Collett asks, are women afraid to exercise their powers to determine fate and make 
changes?  Since women as a group have greater insight then men, why does a woman, when she 
sees failings in her mate, hesitate to speak to him about them?  Collett attributes this to fear of 
ridicule.   
Women as a group share strengths, but alone, each is weak.  She does not go further with 
this thought and call upon women to join forces to improve their status in society.  At this stage, 
Collett believes that women's lives will not improve until men work to perfect themselves and 
share their advantages with women, rather than use their dominance to humiliate them. 
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Dannelsen, Hjertens Dannelse og Dannelsens Frukter  (Education, Cultivation of the Heart 
and the Fruits of Knowledge)  
Early in her writing career, Collett is not blaming patriarchy as an entrenched institution.  
Rather, she sees her own male contemporaries in Norway as not living up to the historic 
masculine ideal.  Men are supposed to share “Dannelsens frugter” “the fruits of their 
knowledge” with women, but fail to do so.  Collett asserts that, despite this, ladies acquit 
themselves better in their assigned social roles.  “Hjertets Dannelse” (“the cultivation of the 
heart”) is woman’s contribution to civilization.  In her future writings, Camilla Collett will 
continue to maintain that woman’s kind of knowledge, derived from her wise and perceptive 
heart, is the greatest contributor to cultural improvement.  She also ties this to a woman’s 
upbringing and training in the art of social manners. 
The word “dannelse,” key to Camilla Collett’s concept of the intellectual and aesthetic 
values that she believes are essential to making Norway a culturally rich nation, is derived from 
the word Danmark (Denmark).  Because of this, “dannelse” frequently evoked a negative 
connotation among many in this region newly freed from four hundred years of domination and 
exploitation by the Danish throne.  Many Norwegians, including her brother Henrik, saw 
European culture and aesthetics as foreign influences imported by Norway’s small group of 
educated elite to Norway from Europe via Denmark.  These Patriots would not be interested in or 
swayed by an argument based on the concept of “dannelse.”  In this essay, Collette allies herself 
with her husband, Welhaven, and other members of The Intelligensia in the greater argument 
about which cultural foundation the new Norway should build on, the Greek Classical or the 
Norse Golden Age.  Here, however, she is speaking to another issue, and she is aiming her attack 
at the classically educated members of her own class.  She uses the concept of “dannelse” to 
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criticize Norway’s young, “partly-educated” elitists for their dismissive behavior towards the 
women they know personally.  They see themselves as “dannet,” but they lack “dannelse.” 
At this stage in her existentialist argument she is attempting to make both men and 
women aware that neither group is living up to its full potential, but men bear the brunt of her 
criticism.  As a remedy, she suggests that men should appreciate what qualities women possess, 
and women should refine these qualities in themselves and express them to their fullest.  She 
continues to stereotype both men and women throughout her article.  She adheres to the belief 
that men and women each have their unique and separate intellectual and behavioral 
characteristics, as well as biological differences.  This may reflect the strong gender defined roles 
for men and women in her society to which she is habituated.   
Kvindelig Skjønhed og Mandlig Varme (Female Beauty and Male Passion) 
From her vantage point as a twenty-nine-year-old matron who has visited Paris and other 
European cities, Collett sees something lacking in “nos jeunes hommes” (our young men) (SVM 
2: 298).  She praises European cultural values, with Frenchmen as the ideal.  Her comparison 
turns into insult when she accuses Norwegian men of lacking Frenchmen's passion for women 
and appreciation of their qualities.   
What is troubling is how Collett links cultural development to the way men treat women.  
She appears to believe that women derive their value from men’s (faulty) perceptions of them 
and from men’s (stunted) ability to appreciate them, and thus employs the phallocentric 
perspective against which she is rebelling.  On the other hand, Collett again uses sexual 
innuendos to characterize Norwegian men in a negative manner.  She repeats her “bee” simile 
from earlier in her article when she describes Norwegian men as unable to appreciate the rich 
sweetness of ordinary flowers, that is, women’s innate sensitivity; and thereby suggests that 
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Norwegian men are sexually inadequate.  Again, there is an undertone of repressed anger in her 
writings.  Perhaps it is derived from the strict rules of conduct that required young women to 
behave modestly in the presence of men, making courtship a mutually boring and passionless 
exercise.  It may not even have occurred to young men that the girls they were courting 
possessed any intellectual and emotional qualities, since they, like women, were habituated to 
patriarchal control of female behavior.   
The Ballroom as the Playing Field (Ballerne som Skuepladsen) 
Balls, where young women of marriageable age made their social debuts, were arenas of 
eroticism, where meetings between young women and young men met were carefully 
choreographed and chaperoned to lend an air of decorum to the courtship dance.  The ballroom 
functions as the playing field where men and women use what Bourdieu calls their cultural 
capital.  Women display their beauty to attract the best mate possible, while men select.  What 
will later be termed “the male gaze,” men’s visual possession of women, devastates its victims.  
The young, unmarried Camilla Wergeland had been a popular participant at the Christiania balls, 
and men admired her delicate beauty, charm, and social graces.  Camilla had an ambivalent 
relationship to her own success in the ballroom.  She loved to dance and enjoyed flirtations with 
attractive men, but on the other hand, she found the platitudes that passed for conversation 
boring.  She also saw how some of her friends suffered because, like a beautiful pearl, their 
beauty was concealed under a plain exterior.  The first part of “Nogle Strikketøisbetragtninger” 
abruptly breaks right after Collett begins her discussion of how young women who lack outward 
beauty are ignored at the balls.  Her final words criticize the ill-mannered men who are barely 
polite to them.  After leaving this criticism of men hanging for a day in the minds of readers, she 
opens the second part of her feuilleton by insulting them—“This negativity [...] in the so-called 
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stronger sex” —and then continues her condemnation of their behavior.  Dividing her article at 
this point magnifies the power of her attack.   
Those who knew Camilla’s closest friend and confidant, Emilie Diriks, appreciated the 
young woman’s incisive mind and keen powers of observation.  Emilie’s fine inner qualities, 
however, hid behind what she herself called the false sign – her homely face – that in turn caused 
her to be insecure and shy.  She did not attract men’s attention at the balls and never married.  
Emilie ended up living a diminished life as a spinster in her parents’ home.  She saw herself as a 
woman looking out a window at life going on outside.  Two years after Collett wrote about “a 
pearl in an oyster,” Emilie died without warning at the age of thirty-three (Den unge 300-302).   
Collett employs the first person singular as she becomes a subject in her own piece of 
writing.  She places herself in this playground of courtship so that she can observe and record 
how men treat women.  As a married woman and chaperone at the Christiania balls, she sits at 
the end of the ballroom and watches the young women and the young men who are watching the 
women.   
Some of the young ladies and maidens are so pretty that they are a pleasure to 
watch; there are some who are not, but whom I willing watch anyhow; there are a 
few whom I find delightful.  Oh, don’t give me your pitying smiles, Messieurs!  
My heart can beat fast at the sight of feminine beauty; but if you, whom nature 
has given the penchant, aren’t stirred by it, then I call you Hottentots!   
Is Collett saying that homoeroticism could be a hidden element in her finding other women 
delightful?  Despite the pitying smiles of the young men, I do not believe so.  As she observes 
the young women in the ballroom, she repeats that some women are beautiful, while some are 
not.  She watches those who are not, and finds them to be delightful.  She has previously stated 
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that women have inner qualities that make them beautiful, and she is confirming her insight as 
she observes them in the ballroom.  At the same time, she sees how the men gaze at the women, 
evaluating them solely on their physical attractiveness.  Not only are they blind to the inner 
beauty before them, they are also deaf when Collett points it out to them.  She sees the smiles the 
men give her.  She realizes that they misconstrue her gaze as displaying, like their own, the 
desire to possess, and in her case, a homosexual desire.   
 In her article “Visual pleasure and narrative cinema”, referred to earlier in this chapter, 
Laura Mulvey discusses the active male gaze that expresses a desire to dominate, and the passive 
female gaze that identifies with the woman being looked at (12-13).  Mulvey made her 
observation at a time when men controlled the camera in mainstream cinema, and attractive 
women performed before its eye.  This pattern mimics the staging of balls in Collett’s time, when 
young women were “presented” to society.  Collett identifies with the women she is watching, 
and is aware of men’s dispassionate, cold tone of rejection of women who are homely.  She also 
is aware of young men’s desire to possess the beautiful women who are the objects of their 
gazes.  Her own gaze, in competition with the power represented by the male gaze, is 
subordinated.  Then Collett falters.  She is caught in a double bind.  She attempts to tell men 
what she sees and they do not, but they filter her words though their own possessive gazes.  
Realizing the impossibility of making the men see women as she sees them, she turns on them in 
frustration and accuses them being incapable, both emotionally and sexually, of finding pleasure 
in female beauty.   
 Collett does not shy away from sexual metaphors when she elaborates upon what men 
lack.  She diminishes their manhood by calling them “the sword bearers, or those today might 
better be called the penknife bearers.”  The sword could first bring to mind these young men’s 
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savage Viking forefathers abducting women on their raids in Europe, or French knights wooing 
their ladies with mannered, courtly love.  When “sword” is linked with “penknife” in the context 
of courtship, the meaning becomes negative.  While a “pen” could be an instrument to express 
love, the “penknife” is a small, cutting instrument.  Collett can get away with her graphic insults 
to the opposite sex because she cloaks them in words with double meanings that can have 
positive associations to natural science, law, civil order, or the written word.  While hardly 
noticeable, her insinuations, like the sting of a mosquito before it is waved away, can leave a 
burning irritation behind.   
Melankoli og Martyrresignation (Melancholy and Martyrdom) 
 In “Land og lynne” (“Country and Character”), published in 1998, Gudleiv Bø discusses 
how the theory that people are influenced by their physical environment, which was popular in 
Europe in the late eighteenth century, became a central element in Norway’s nation-building 
project.  Some romantic philosophers, in particular Montesquieu, Vico, and Herder, promoted 
theories about the influence of climate and geography on culture.  According to their ideas, harsh 
nature, such as is found in Norway, made its people strong, not only in body, but also mentally, 
intellectually and spiritually.  On the other hand, Bø points out that values derived from the 
culture of the European nobility, which drew upon their heritage in the realms of literature, art, 
science and philosophy, did not have an equivalent foundation in Norway and were not readily 
adopted as Norwegian national symbols  (Bø 112-114).   
Collett’s diction takes a somber tone as she searches for what characterizes the people of 
Norway.  She employs the first person plural to universalize her message and unify herself with 
her compatriots:  
Vor indre Kval og Nød og vore Savn, hvem beskriver dem? Jeg ved det nok . . . 
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I denne Tanke løser sig alt forsonende; vi tør ikke anklage hverandre. Naturen, 
vor alvorlige, traurige Moder, vugger os store og sterke ved Savn; hun nærer os 
med sine Taarer og indaander os tidlig denne Melankoli, denne Martyrresignation, 
hvorved vi senere er istand til at taale de bitreste Fornegtelser. Stakkels Herrer og 
Damer! Al Tidens Ve og Strid føler vi med; men dens Velsignelse, Kampens 
Frugt, naar ikke til os. (SVM 2: 301)   
Our inner doubts and needs and our longings, who describes them?  I know very 
well: By this thought, forgiveness is given – we dare not blame each other.  
Nature, our stark, sober mother, rocks us big and strong through what we lack; 
she nourishes us with her tears and breathes into us from the beginning this 
melancholy, this martyred resignation, so that we later are able to withstand the 
bitterest deprivations.  Poor gentlemen and gentlewomen!  We experience eternal 
suffering and strife; but its blessing, the fruits of the struggle, does not reach us.  
The one-syllable words “kval” and  “nød” and “savn” hold vowels that open the mouth into cries 
when they are spoken.  Together, they form a triad that introduces an elegiac lament and a 
common bond.  A weeping mother nature rocks her people with an adversity that gives them 
great power.  “Stor” and “sterk” and, a repetition of “savn”, form a second triad.  The word 
“savn” creates a negative to the interplay of stark nature and strength of body.  No strength of 
character follows from the lacks and longings of those nourished with nature’s tears, rather they 
are infused with “Melankoli” and “matyr resignasjon”  so that they can withstand deprivation.  
Norway’s men and women at last unite, with the word “stakkels” indicating that they are linked 
together in mutual suffering.  Collett describes nature as a somber, weeping mother, rather than a 
rigorous, but sublimely beautiful resource who builds physical fortitude and strength of spirit in 
80 
 
her children.   
 As in the title of her article, Collett knits these words of loss and longing together into a 
tight unit.  When the piece of knitting is finished, it is a faulty garment formed by suffering and 
strife.  Yet hidden in the final judgment of the last sentence are words that give faint promise of 
hope: “Al Tidens Ve og Strid føler vi med; men dens Velsignelse, Kampens Frugt, naar ikke til 
os.”  (We experience eternal suffering and strife; but its blessing, the fruits of the struggle, do not 
reach us.)  In these two juxtaposed phrases, the initial “Ve” and “Strid” of suffering and strife are 
echoed in the positive “Velsignelse” and “Kampens Frugt” of blessing and fruits of the struggle.  
Despite the negative meaning of the sentence, she weaves in words of hope.  Blessings can flow 
from a sublime nature, while fruit is earlier associated in her essay with the intellect and aesthetic 
sensitivity.  Collett is suggesting that a culture built upon the character and traditions of the 
people will not develop into a true national culture without the guidance of the educated men and 
cultivated women of the country’s elite.   
When Camilla Collett wrote this essay, she already had been on long visits to Denmark, 
Paris and Hamburg.  As a result, she sees her country and fellow citizens from the point of view 
of an outsider as well as an inhabitant.  Many of her personal observations reflect this outsider-
perspective.  She is a twice an outsider, first as a woman looking across the divide into the male 
field of activity, then as a cosmopolite seeing her home country as a backwards society.  Collett 
wrote “Nogle Strikketøisbetragtninger” to persuade others that women could play an invaluable 
role in forming Norway’s national culture.  Unless men invited women to contribute to the 
nation-building project, Norway would fail to enjoy its fruits.   
Thirty-one years later, when Collett included “Nogle Strikketøisbetragtninger” in Sidste 
Blade, 4de og 5te Række (Last Leaves, Parts Four and Five), she looked back on this essay as the 
81 
 
beginning of both her writing career and her feminist agenda.  In an addendum to her original 
article, she discusses how in the course of those years her views have undergone significant 
modifications.  Rather than focusing on the aspects of “Evil,” in all its ramifications, as she did 
in “Nogle Strikketøisbetragtninger,” she feels it is more important to focus on the “Evil” itself.  
She has come to understand that men enjoy a disproportionately superior position that is 
continually expanding, and along with this expansion, ignoble elements find space to entrench 
themselves.  That, she states, is the reason for her engagement in the cause for women (SVM 2: 
295-296).  She originally saw women and men occupying two separate fields that were tilted in 
the men’s favor.  She believed that by pointing out how individuals could find the way to a more 
harmonic life, these could be leveled and merged.  Three decades later, she sees that “Evil” is 
located in the institution of patriarchy itself.  In the 1873 collection of her writings, she dropped 
the tentative Nogle and united all the letters of the title into a single woven strand.  Thus, she 
strengthened both the visual and verbal effect of “Strikketøisbetragtninger.”  
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CHAPTER 3 
“KONGSGAARD” 
(“THE ROYAL ESTATE”) 
(1847) 
3.1 Translation 
In books from long ago, a reader often comes across the phrase “a child’s paradise.”  It 
has gone out of style in our age, most likely because it sounds sentimental.  Even so, this 
expression can be quite fitting; besides, it’s hard to associate anything else with a Paradise.  In 
reality, many have experienced the kind of paradise that I have in mind.  Many have a hidden 
place in their memories about which they can say: There I was truly happy, so happy that I did 
not even realize it, since I had not yet experienced any sorrows against which to measure my 
happiness.  There the freshest ideas, the most colorful dreams in a child’s soul, blossomed like 
flowers that suddenly burst into beauty for a moment, then quietly wither away.  Moreover, so 
wonderfully does this imaginary world blend together with nature and its surroundings that later 
it is hard to make out what was a dream and what was reality.  Even in later years, long after the 
gate to that Eden has been closed, the soul, troubled by life’s impressions, many a time will turn 
towards that place and so gain a greater perspective about what it has experienced and find 
renewed strength to face the future.   
 Such a place, where the trees were greener and the flowers had a sweeter scent than all 
ordinary trees and flowers, was Kongsgaard, the neighboring estate.  How delightful it was 
when, on a Saturday afternoon, we were invited to visit Kongsgaard the following day, and our 
housekeeper hurried to iron either my white dress or my pink dress, while I rolled my hair up in 
rags to make curls.  On Sunday afternoon at five o’clock, the carriage awaited us, while behind it 
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stood a modest gig where our tutor and my young brother took their places.  After traveling a 
quarter-miles journey along the dreary, dusty country road for what seemed to me to be an 
eternity, we stopped outside a closed gate.  It was the entrance to the long, grand avenue of 
linden trees that led straight to the house.  The boundary between Earth and Elysium lay here.  
Ordinary life ended here, and there began adventure.  
 Down there under the leaf canopy Kongsgaard peeked out with its long, irregular yellow 
building, its square windows, and its many low, summer-open doors, through which, as through 
a kaleidoscope, one could glimpse flowers of many colors and the light green lawn.  Now we 
rolled across the courtyard, the emerald green courtyard, where a flock of doves cooed and 
noisily fought over seeds.  I have never seen a more charming courtyard than this, and never 
have I found any shade as pleasant then that under the five great maple trees that divided the 
courtyard in two.  The Major’s Widow, with her distinguished gray curls and her hospitable 
welcome, already stood waiting on the doorstep.  First, she kissed mother, then us.  Her 
daughters took my older sister away, and the little boys disappeared after two awkward bows 
disappeared with the same unfathomable speed of two wild squirrels running towards a field or 
forest, when they were freed from a hand, and I... stole carefully through the garden and in to 
Great Aunt. 
 The previous owner, an immigrant Danish nobleman, had laid out Kongsgaard’s grounds 
according to that era’s formal style.  That stiffness was now mitigated by the growing state of 
neglect it had since fallen into, especially after the Major, a son of the old Count, passed away.  
The garden led to an elaborate park that had been laid out later.  This park possessed a somewhat 
unconventional beauty, which was enhanced by its terrain.  With its many arms and branches 
descending to the river, it was rich with the most charming prospects.  Here nature had 
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completely overgrown art and obeyed only its own laws.  Only the lofty poplar rows still carried, 
like old men from another age, traces of their stylishly trimmed youth.  The lilac1 and acacia2 
bushes had entered into misalliances with the alder and willow thickets, whose long, scrawny 
shoots shamelessly shot up through their noble, fragrant crowns.  An unusual tree with slender, 
delicate branches (most likely a Metrosideros3) stood in the middle of a green lawn.  According 
to legend, it had at one time blossomed and borne red, hanging flowers.  Now the foreign tree 
was nearly dead, most likely of sorrow over the family’s misfortune and decline.  A visitor 
would stumble upon rundown gardens and groves everywhere that had become labyrinths, but 
the best choice was to keep to the overgrown walks and paths that led to breathtaking views of 
the river winding back in forth in the valley below.  On the point of a steep headland, lay 
Kronborg,4
                                                 
1 Lilacs of the genus Syringa were imported to Norway from the Balkans.  Most varieties bear heart-shaped leaves. 
 a massive, square structure with parapets on a field shaded by hundred-year-old 
spruce and beech trees.  In the past, it had served the family as a banquet hall for special 
occasions.  The massive stone table that still stood here was engraved with the year 1751 -- 
immigration year – along with many names that are still remembered.  From this spot, one could 
look back over the park, or look beyond to survey the distant mountains.  Elsinore’s grounds 
were magical in their half-wild state.  They could never be shoddy and neglected, given that 
nature is so rich and abundant in these parts.  One could immerse oneself in it with the same 
mystical enthrallment one could feel when working one’s way through an ancient, half-legible 
manuscript. 
2 Plants of the genus Acacia are native to warm temperate zones, including southern Europe.  The Swedish botanist 
Carl Linneaus first described it in Africa in 1773. 
3 Metrosideros is a genus of trees, shrubs and vines native to the islands of the Pacific Ocean.   
4 Kronborg is more famously the name of the castle at Helsingør (eng. Elsinore) in Denmark immortalized by 
Shakespeare in Hamlet. 
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 Nevertheless, this was only the outer court to my royal-estately Eden.  In truth, to me the 
most holy was Great Aunt’s chamber.  Miss Juliana von S. was the sole surviving child of the old 
Count S.  I do not know how, but a unique friendship had developed between us.  She had 
experienced and read much that she was interested in telling about, and she did so with facility 
and sparkle.  With her, I lived more in a vanished and perfect world than in the real.  Her 
personality and all that surrounded her were uniquely suited to support such an impression.   
 Great Aunt’s chamber was located in the right-hand corner of the long, old building, past 
the drawing room.  First, I had to go past the two large Venetian mirrors that precariously bowed 
forward under the low ceiling, so that in the evening I was always afraid of my own silhouette 
running by.  Great Aunt's room was delightful.  She was faithful to the old tradition and refused 
to replace her venerable fine furnishings with our modern furniture’s poor prose.  In the alcove 
was the great, green damask bed; by the walls were gilded easy chairs with matching upholstery, 
on the one marble corbel a table mirror, on the other an arrangement with double glass globes for 
birds and fish.  It was both amusing and at the same time sad, to see the gold and silver carp 
jeeringly cast themselves around the poor prisoner within.  Further, there was a life-sized 
porcelain Bolognese dog on a red pillow, as well as many other curious items.  The foreign, 
bizarre forms, and the rich embellishments and gilding of these objects stood out even more 
strangely in the half-light that always held sway in this room due to the trees outside and the 
opaque silk curtain.  Countess Mathilde’s portrait hung above the settee and in the nook to the 
right was the bookcase with Great Aunt’s library.  Here lined up in orderly rows were the most 
popular novels and books on moral improvement of her time.  Other classical works from Great 
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Aunt’s youth were there: Clarissa Harlowe5, Grandison6, Young’s Night Thoughts7, Sophiens 
Reise8
 Miss Juliana was my secret protector when it came to satisfying my desire, yes, I can 
indeed say my passion for reading.  The kind-hearted but restrained old lady reasoned like this: 
“I have never been harmed by reading novels; I am still very fond of them.  Why should anyone 
deny this bright, lively child that pleasure?”  
. 
 When the grownups would gather down in the parlor, Mother, after a searching look out 
the window, could ask, “But where has Johanna been all afternoon?  I never see her...” 
 “Oh, let her run, it’s good for her,” the Major’s Widow would say calmly in her gentle, 
Danish voice and added, “Johanna looks a little pale and weak, I am afraid she sits still too much 
and is wearing herself out with her studies.” 
 “Oh,” Mother would reply, “there’s no danger of her studying too hard, she doesn’t show 
much enthusiasm at all.  Nevertheless, if only I could find out where she gets hold of all the 
novels!  I have secured the key to my husband’s library, but they appear as if by witchcraft.  
Picture, Mrs. S., what happened yesterday.  I came in from the yard without warning, and 
Johanna started sewing with such incredible industry that I knew something was up...  Quite 
right!  She was sewing without a needle and under the table lay, -- can you believe it – Koronato 
den fryktelige!9
                                                 
5 Clarissa, or The History of a Young Lady, Samuel Richardson, 1748. 
  Before I could speak, Johanna said, “Guess who Coronato the Frightful was,   
6 The History of Sir Charles Grandison, Samuel Richardson, 1753. 
7 The Complaint, or, Night Thoughts on Life, Death and Immortality, Edward Young, 9 v, 1742-1745.  
8 Sophiens Reise von Memel nach Sachsen [Sophie’s Journey from Memel to Saxony], 5 v., J.T. Hermes, 1769-
1773. 
9 In his notes to “Kongsgaard,” SVM 1 (533), E. Eitrem states that a tale about robbers titled Koronato den 
Frygtelige, Overhodet for Banditerne i Venedig [Coronato the Frightful, Chief of the Bandits in Venezia] was 
translated by N.F. Sørensen, Studios.  Theologie.  Copenhagen, 1803, from Coronato der Schreckliche, Oberhaupt 
der Bravos i Venedig.  J.E. Bornschien author.  Eisenberg, 1801. 
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Mother!10
 Great Aunt looked up from her knitting. 
  Imagine!  It was the beautiful Bianca, the Doge’s own consort, in disguise!” 
 “The Doge’s own consort!  Well, I never!”  
 “I feel safer here at Kongsgaard,” Mother confessed, “Here she can run off some of her 
romantic fancies.” 
Great Aunt resumed knitting with such eagerness that she lost a number of stitches. 
Meanwhile, Johanna sat in the most hidden corner of the park engrossed in the tenth volume of 
The History of Sir Charles Grandison, or she followed along with one of La Fontaine’s romantic 
couples’ innumerable misfortunes and sorrows.11
 One day I went into Great Aunt’s room.  She was not there.  Naturally, I made a beeline 
  Now and then, the cool of evening and the 
onset of dusk reminded me that it was wise to go back, but most often, Grand Aunt called me to 
the dinner table, which, when weather permitted, was set under the great maple trees by the 
house.  Here the many separate groups gradually reunited.  The little boys arrived breathless, 
sunburned, shy, and as hungry as wolves, while the young ladies were even more giggly and 
silly, and our tutor even more serious. 
                                                 
10 Readers who first read “Kongsgaard” at Christmas, 1846 most likely would have associated the reference to the 
true identity of Coronato the Frightful with a public argument between Søren Kierkegaard and the anonymous 
editor – or editors – of Corsaren [The Corsair], a satirical weekly magazine.  The argument began when the writer 
and intellectual Peder Ludvig Møller wrote a sketch titled “Et besøg i Soro” [A Visit to Soro] in Gæa, a literary 
annual, published at Christmas a year earlier.  In this sketch, Møller caricatured Kierkegaard.  In response, 
Kierkegaard, writing in the Danish newspaper Fædrelandet [The Fatherland] under the pseudonym “Frater 
Taciturnus”, accused Møller of being the Corsar’s anonymous editor.  This was a breach of anonymity and was 
seen as breaking a rule of literary honor.  The true editor of the Corsar, Meïr Aron Goldschmidt, then entered the 
fray.  Goldschmidt later recalls that he wrote a jovial explanation stating that the Corsar’s editor was the famous 
Venetian bandit Coronato the Frightful.  However, the affair soon turned bitter.  In the first months of 1846, a 
number of articles and caricatures criticizing Frater Taciturnus were printed in the Corsar.  When Goldschmidt 
realized his lampooning had gone too far, he sold Corsaren and went abroad.  (Kirmmse 65-76)  Camilla Collett’s 
clever choice of Bornschien’s tale of Coronato and the reference to the bandit’s true identity is a self-reflective 
commentary on her own practice of publishing her works anonymously.  By doing so, she protected herself and her 
family from personal attacks, although her published works generally met criticism that today would be censured as 
gender discrimination.  
11 Impudently responding to her mother’s statement that Johanna is out running off her romantic fantasies, Johanna 
the narrator refers to herself in the third person. 
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for the bookcase, but it was locked.  A bit impatiently, I threw myself into an easy chair, and my 
eyes fell on Countess Mathilde’s portrait.  I realized for the first time that up to now I had only 
had one object in this chamber in mind.  Her eyes rested on me.  I moved to the side.  They 
followed me.  Amazed, I involuntarily positioned myself right in front of it.  It was of a sitting 
lady with clothes from a bygone era.  She wore an apple green dress, and her curled and powered 
hair was tied up with a pale pink ribbon.  Her figure was so unusually delicate and ethereal that it 
seemed as if her stiff corset alone held her upright and that without it she would collapse like the 
slender stem of a Lily-of-the-Valley when its leaves are torn away.  The first time I studied this 
portrait, I was unable to comprehend why it had such a powerful effect on me.  Only later have I 
been able to do so.  I did not understand how to interpret her deathly paleness that red rouge only 
emphasized, or her shining eyes with a celestial sparkle that gave them a joyous quality.  Her 
eyes looked at us, but did not see us.  They no longer concerned themselves with anything 
earthly.  They were not even aware of the subtle expression of pain that all but invisibly quivered 
on her lips like the final dying reverberation from an already silenced string.  The white string of 
pearls rested motionless on a breast that no longer stirred with excitement and earthly 
anticipation.  Her arms and hands displayed the same quality: Her long, aristocratic fingers were 
as transparently thin as the slender, pale green buds of wild honeysuckle.  She appeared to find 
her abundant bouquet of flowers too heavy, so she rested it feebly on her lap.  When Great Aunt 
came in, I still stood riveted; so I did not notice her right away, but then I burst out:  
 “Goodness, Miss Juliana, who is that lady?  Is she sick?...  Why does she look so sad... 
no, not sad – so happy?  Is she still alive?  Oh, tell me about her!” 
 Great Aunt quietly endured this barrage of questions before she replied with the hushed, 
solemn voice used in a house where a dearly departed lies in state.  “This lady was my only 
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sister.  This is how she looked when she was only a shadow of herself.  How lovely she was, 
extraordinary lovely, and just as good as she was beautiful.  This was painted by a famous artist 
four weeks before she died.” 
 “Oh, so young... What did she die of?”  
 “What?...  She died of consumption.  We hoped that a milder climate could cure her, so 
we moved to Copenhagen.  Unhappily, it was too late.  She died before her twenty-sixth 
birthday.  Then I was hardly grown up.” 
 “So, she lived here at Kongsgaard?”  I blurted out with growing interest. 
 “Here she was born, and here she lived...  Yes!  It is a tragic story, my child!”  She added 
when she saw my distraught expression.  “A story that the world has told many times, but whose 
true course of events we rarely ever know... or want to know,” she added as if for herself. 
 Her evasiveness spurred my curiosity to its utmost, but simultaneously created a barrier 
for it.  From this moment, the countess was just as important to me as the bookcase.  The entire 
old estate, its garden, and especially its park had taken on a new meaning for me.  Like writing in 
invisible ink that a secret formula begins to make visible, it now appeared in quite another light.  
In its shady groves, in its overgrown parks, I searched for traces of bygone events where the 
countess was the main character.  These grottos knew her secret sorrows; these trees had seen her 
fade away.  As I wandered by with my book that I forgot to read under my arm, I frequently 
thought I saw her pale, poignant shape gliding away under the trees.  After a while, I had created 
her story from a number of tragic events drawn from ten different novels, with little concern for 
whether there was any mutually dependent connection between them.  It never entered my mind, 
what present writers understand so well, that the greatest tragedies lie hidden in the human heart 
where they grow silently under the cover of everyday life, without the need for dramatic events. 
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 My homespun novel did not satisfy me very long.  I had trapped myself in conflicts and 
only now realized that I lacked a central theme, but where would I find it?  I did not dare ask 
Miss Juliana again.  I understood that she did not like it, and my fear of upsetting her was so 
strong that I avoided anything that could lead the discussion in that direction.  So, I was left to 
study the portrait in secret.  Next, I asked my sisters.  Grownup girls, however, would never 
stoop to explaining things of that nature to a younger sister, since they think that they only are of 
interest to them.   
I got a similar reply from Mother.  “You silly girl,” she said.  “Isn’t your brain befuddled 
enough already?”   
The housekeeper, who I asked while she was churning butter, was kinder.  “I’ll tell you,” 
she said.  “I clearly remember that story.  It happened around the time my mother was goin’ for 
her confirmation lessons.  Then she would see Miss Mathilde.  She was so haughty and refined, 
yuh noh, that it was a rarity to see her.  Now and again, people saw her in church.  When she and 
the old countess took their seats, the entire congregation would turn and look, and the priest 
would stop in confusion.  And of suitors from both Copenhagen and Christiania there was no end 
or beginning, but she wouldn’t have nuttin’ to do with any of ‘em.  They worn’t noble enough 
for her, I guess, even though they had both spurs on their boots and feathers in their hats.  Then 
Nils Tønder, son of the dean in Kvinnherred, came home.”  
“Was he named Nils?”12
“Indeed he was.  So, what’s in a name?  He came home, and the strangest thing 
happened: The young lady fell for him.  It was a love beyond all reason.  All they needed was 
their families’ permission.  He wasn’t from the nobility, you see, but he was well educated and 
could provide for her.  The old countess and the young lord gave in.  Only the old count, who 
  I asked somewhat amazed. 
                                                 
12 Collett’s father’s given name was Nils, but he changed it to Nicolai. 
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was abroad, was left.  Letters, pleas, and laments were sent, but he put his foot down.  The count 
was not the kind of man who was amused by such doin’s.  In the middle of the happiness and 
love his answer came.  And the letter said (Now the housekeeper’s expression turned unusually 
solemn; she pressed her lips together and slapped the butter paddle down with an almost 
frightening motion.) that his fatherly curse would smite her unto the seventh, eighth, ninth and 
tenth generation if she ever became Tønder’s13
 “So that she was taken ill with consumption and died,” I interjected, rather proud that I 
had something to add. 
 wife or if she ever dared see him again.  God 
bless her, there were tears and misery beyond what anybody could imagine.  Mr. Nils had to go 
away and the Miss grieved...”  
 “Oh, really!  Indeed, she did not.  But when Miss knows all about it herself, she doesn’t 
need to ask me,” the housekeeper exclaimed, deeply insulted by my ill-timed interruption.  I had 
forgotten that nothing could put her in a worse mood than someone not letting her tell her tales to 
the very end.  I asked her in vain what happened next.  Only when I asked her what became of 
Tønder could she no longer contain herself, but said, “Miss, who knows all about how the Miss 
died, of course knows that Tønder shot himself straight through his heart up in Nordsæter 
Woods.  Indeed, my mother saw him when they drove him to the village... I don’t need to tell 
about that.”  
 This story only partially satisfied me.  Besides the lover’s antiromantic name, Nils, my 
expectations were deeply frustrated by the brevity of her story and its lack of details.  The 
sexton’s wife told the story with some additions that conflicted with the housekeeper’s account.  
Thus, Great Aunt’s statement, that no one, not even her, knew the true course of events little by 
little seemed to be confirmed.  My interest in the story therefore cooled considerably.  A new 
                                                 
13 In Norway, then as now, it was common to refer to men by their surname alone. 
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novel from Great Aunt’s library captured my attention, and I soon forgot the affair.  I never 
dreamed that I would unexpectedly pick up the thread, and that fate had decided that I would be 
the instrument that would bring a long-hidden family secret into the light.  So it often goes, that 
random chance mocks us when we seek something with burning desire, but teasingly tosses it in 
our lap when it is no longer an object of our desire.  
 One day I found myself alone in Miss Juliana’s chamber.  It was a stifling summer 
afternoon.  The windows were open, but barely captured a breeze through the thick, green, silk 
curtains.  The jasmine hedge outside sent a soothing aroma into the room.  Beyond the park, 
formations of dark clouds were building up.  I stood by a window looking at the tall poplars, 
which as immovable as pyramids towered upwards towards the darkened sky.  Now and again, 
they would suddenly shudder, and they paled as if in fear.  The little bird in the cage flapped in 
alarm, and as if I could by doing so calm my own uneasiness , I hurried to open – after I had 
closed the windows – the grating on the innermost glass globe, as I had often seen Miss Juliana 
do.  The poor prisoner flew away and landed on the frame of the dressing table mirror where a 
pair of round-cheeked angels struggled to hold up two coats-of-arms.  I tried to catch it, but 
instead bumped the mirror so that it flipped over and hit the wall, causing a small piece of the 
old, brittle wooden backing to come loose and fall down.  As I fearfully attempted to put it back 
in place, I noticed the edge of something white stuck between the glass and the backing that 
supported it.  I struggled to get hold of it.  Finally, I held it in my hand–a letter!  My first thought 
was that it belonged to Great Aunt.  I was even more amazed when my eyes fell on the letters, 
yellowed with age, and on a line that read: “A mademoiselle la comtesse Mathilde Marguerite de 
S--. Norvège.”  The seal with the count’s crest had been broken.  The very large letter contained 
very few lines, written in trembling and nearly unreadable script.  I guessed more then I read—
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five, ten times.  It said: 
Ma cher enfant! 
My blessing before —my final—since I soon will stand before my God and judge.  I have 
received your letter; I have carefully considered your appeal.  I confess that I have long-struggled 
with my earthly pride.  God forgive me this sin in the name of Christ our Savior.  So follow your 
heart, my dearest child!  It is for me a douce comfort that I know and apprécierer14
Yours until death  
 your 
bridegroom.  Just as I surely knew that my daughter would never make an unworthy choice. 
Your devoted and deeply affectionate father 
  Arnold Wilhelm v. S. 
Copenhagen, July 4, 1775 
Just as I had finished reading these lines for the last time, and a confused idea of a 
loathsome betrayal began to take form in me, I saw a thin, tremulous hand grip the paper and 
heard Great Aunt with indescribable emotion cry: “What do you have there, child!  Where did 
you find it?”  She raced through it as if she wanted to devour every word.  Afterwards, she lifted 
it with a trembling hand up towards the Countess’s portrait, as if it were still capable of bringing 
her joy and happiness.   
 Now the aged lady had lost her strength and with an “Oh, God!” she sank down on the 
settee.  I ran around in a state of confusion looking for her smelling salts, pulling out all of the 
drawers and throwing open all the windows.   
“In the bag, in the bag...” sounded her crackling voice.  I finally found it in a black velvet 
bag.   
Here I was in the middle of a situation that regrettably only later would take on a 
                                                 
14 An “er”, the present-tense ending of a regular Danish verb, has been added to the French apprécier.  
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romantic sheen, but now I was truly distressed.  Miss Juliana had fainted, and I did not dare go 
for help.  The canary, who had taken advantage of the open windows, was gone.  The mirror was 
in pieces.  All this disarray was my fault.  Moreover, the letter, the mysterious letter!  What 
impression had it made on Juliana?  Was it joy or sorrow?  Would she be angry with me when 
she awoke from her faint?  When Juliana came to herself her eyes sought after the portrait, and a 
stream of tears washed over her aged, noble face.  Only sporadic phrases could be heard through 
them: “Oh, my unfortunate Mathilde, my poor, sweet girl!”  I did not dare interrupt her.   
Then she motioned for me to come to her.  She embraced me with extraordinary 
tenderness and said, “My dear, dear child!  Today you have made a discovery of immeasurable 
value to me.  I will tell you what it is sometime in the future, when you are better able to 
understand.  Oh, had I held this letter, this valuable document, in my hand fifty years ago, many 
tears and much sorrow could have been forestalled.  That, however, was not God’s will.  Promise 
me now, little Johanna, never to speak to anyone about this discovery or about anything that took 
place between us this afternoon.  When you have become a mature, sensible girl, Old Juliana 
herself will explain everything to you.” 
When it was time for supper that evening, Great Aunt sent her regards and said that that 
she was not feeling well and would not come down.  The Major’s Widow shook her head and 
said, “I thought as much.  Juliana can’t digest sauerkraut, and she can never stay away from it.” 
The tutor, who once upon a time had failed his exam in medicine, but despite that, still 
loved the subject, took the opportunity to suggest that the most likely cure was a tonic of St. 
John’s Wort and a bag of herbs placed below the breastbone. 
I was sent upstairs to tell her. 
* * * 
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 Twelve years had gone by since that occasion.  Twelve years!  The most important, when 
fate determines a woman’s future life.  Her persona, which has lain silently and unnoticed in its 
bud, bursts forth into flower or withers away.  In the course of those years lie childhood’s 
sheltered heaven, the purgatory of institutions of learning, youth’s romantic dreams, and, finally, 
the trials of adult life.  Many years had passed since I last visited Kongsgaard, but now and again 
my thoughts returned to my childhood’s happy playground, although I knew that it, too, had not 
escaped the marks of time.  The former congenial family was no more.  The Major’s Widow had 
died and her daughters were married.  Only Great Aunt still lived there, alone among strangers.    
 On one of the last days of September, I once again paused at the entrance to 
Kongsgaard’s tree-lined avenue.  How many times had I, in excitement and anticipation, seen 
this gate open?  The day was quiet and cloudless, but without the smell of the air or the brilliance 
and play of colors that mark a clear autumn day.  Nature had dissipated its energy in a burning 
hot summer that faded early.  The linden trees lining the avenue still held their leaves, while their 
obscure crowns had taken on a nondescript scorched color.  Only now and again, a single, weary 
leaf would let go and be carried away haphazardly by the still air.  In contrast, the great maple 
tree in the courtyard was almost bare of leaves and cast no shade – it was alone – the others had 
been cut down because, as the owner later informed me, they blocked the view of the stables.  
The coach rattled cheerfully over the golden carpet of leaves that almost covered the splendid 
green square and stopped in front of the newly whitewashed house.  The comfortable, shaded 
haven had disappeared.  Everything was so bright, so garish, and strange.  The house had 
acquired a new staircase.  It had been what is popularly called improved.  “What the Swede 
plundered, and you have whitewashed,”15
                                                 
15 From Norges Daemring [“The Dawn of Norway”] by Johan Sebastian Welhaven, a polemical poem comprised of 
76 sonnets.  The words refer to Norway’s forced union with Sweden.  
 I recited without thinking as I, in a mood that is 
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difficult to describe, stepped down from the coach. 
 I could not endure being inside, but rushed out to the garden where I waited for Great 
Aunt to prepare for my visit.  Everywhere, I saw, or believed I saw, changes that wounded my 
soul.  Oh, how we always look outside of ourselves for something tangible.  Although doesn’t 
much more lie inside us, in our psyche, where we can recall what was once so precious to us?  
The ancient woman was in bed.  Today happened to be one of her sickly days.  Despite that, she 
wanted to see me.  Silently, but with a heavy heart, I stepped into my former sanctuary.  Nothing 
had changed here; I was sure of that.  Nevertheless, I had the same feeling that I was in a strange 
place.  The bookcase was over in the corner, the little dog slept motionlessly on its red porcelain 
pillow.  In the dim, greenish light that filtered through the drawn drapes, I made out all of the 
dear, unforgettable objects.  Except there was neither bird nor fish in the glass globe, and the 
exotic, sweet smell of roses and a millionth-part of musk oil that always dominated this room 
had acquired a strong addition of Hoffman’s Drops16
 “Tomorrow, little Johanna,” she said, “You won’t leave right away?”   
 and medicinal herbs.  Great Aunt had 
changed little, despite her advanced age.  She raised herself up in her bed, drew open the curtain 
and gazed at me for a long time.  It was as she sought to recognize each and every feature of her 
little friend, while she smiled and nodded her head.  Then, with great effort, she turned.  My eyes 
followed hers.  There, with a new, unforgettable, incomprehensible beauty, the Countess’s 
portrait radiated before me.  I instinctively recognized that a true work of art survives all outer 
and inner alterations, and that the human spirit that can create such a work is eternal.  She 
nodded her head and cast a glance towards the old mirror.  I understood her perfectly.   
 “I will stay with you Great Aunt, for as long as you want,” I replied.  She squeezed my 
hand with a friendly smile.  
                                                 
16 Spirit of ether.  Used to alleviate pain and calm the mind. 
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 After a few days, she had improved enough to sit up.  Great Aunt was still lively and 
talkative, and judging by the many books on her bed table, she had not lost her taste of reading.  
We had so much to tell each other, so many old memories to recall.  Thus, without intending to, 
we happened upon the perplexing scene with the escaped bird, the mirror in pieces, the letter!  
Great Aunt’s teasing face suddenly became grave, and as if she struggled with a painful emotion, 
she said, as she took my hand. 
“Once I made you a promise, little Johanna, that I now will keep.  You are the only 
person who will learn this story, which otherwise would have been buried with me.  You have a 
sacred right to it.  For fifty years it had been hidden from human eyes, but with God’s will, the 
work of the Evil One sooner or later will be discovered and dragged forth from its hiding place.  
And see!  He chose your innocent hand for that.  I will now tell you about these events, just as 
they truly took place.” 
I would never attempt to replicate Great Aunt’s rococo language or her unique story-
telling style.  Sometimes she went into too much detail, while at other times, when I least 
wished, she was too brief and her story too condensed.  Like a restorer of antique furniture, I will 
try to limit myself to seamlessly inserting the new segments alongside the original, while 
trimming away what can be removed without endangering the whole. 
“You may recall that my sister Mathilde died in Copenhagen of consumption.  However, 
she was born here at Kongsgaard the year after my parents settled here.  Two older sons, the now 
dead Major and his younger brother Konrad, had been born in Denmark.  Here on this old, lonely 
estate she grew up, and here her beauty bloomed.  She was as lovely as an angel.  I, who have 
always been plain, looked up too her as if to a higher being.  For my entire life, she was the only 
one I ever loved.  I can say with the words of a great poet: “I ‘might not beteem the winds of 
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heaven visit her face too roughly.’”17
Despite these qualities that set my sister apart, she had reached the age of twenty-four 
without making a choice between the many suitors and admirers who courted her—even though 
there were always visitors; friends either from Denmark or this country.  Believe me, I never 
found this strange since, in my eyes, who could be worthy of her? 
  Yet, -- will you believe me, dear Johanna!  Yet I begged 
God on bended knees to let her die...  You once asked me what she really was like.  Well, how 
can I tell you!  There was nothing unique about her nature; nothing you would call exceptional.  
In my day we were educated according to a pattern, we strived for the greatest possible virtue.  
Yes, you can well shake your head, but Mathilde did not acquire an artificial, soulless, petty 
manner.  What could others teach her?  She was by nature virtuous and noble.  She came from 
God’s hand a flawless creation.  Oh, if I could only describe for you the impression she made 
when a group was gathered and she entered poised, but discreet; lovely, but unmindful of her 
beauty.  Not because she hadn’t heard it mentioned hundreds of times, but because she didn’t 
think about it or about the effect it had on others.  Father idolized her, and Mother always kissed 
her on her forehead, as if thanking heaven for this precious treasure.   
Around this time, a young man named Tønder came here.  He had finished his studies in 
Copenhagen, and afterwards was tutor for one of our young kinsmen.  He came to call upon us 
while he was waiting for an appointment to a judicial post in this country.  Many had supported 
him with letters and recommendations, and the most favorable was from Father, who was staying 
in Copenhagen at that time because he was in poor health.  Tønder had all of the qualities that 
characterize the more exceptional of your countrymen.  He was exceedingly good-natured, quick 
and sharp minded, with a passionate and fiery temper.  Furthermore, he had an uncommonly 
                                                 
17 In his notes to “Kongsgaard” in SVM 1 (533), H. Eitrem compares the Norwegian  “... jeg tålte ikke, at en umild 
vind berørte hendes Ansigt” to Shakespeare’s Hamlet I, 2: “so loving to my mother that he might not beteem the 
winds of heaven visit her face too roughly.”  
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pleasant and lively manner.  With him, a new way of life began in our house.  Mamma, who had 
never felt at home in this out-of-the-way place, found in his company a replacement for many of 
the pleasant relationships she had left behind in Copenhagen.  After a while, he came over here 
almost every day from Tofte, where he had taken lodgings.  He read aloud in a way that 
captivated us.  Soon, we could not manage without him.   
And Mathilde!  Only I, due to the almost adoring instinct with which I watched her, 
noticed the difference.  Her calm, pleasant disposition gave way to attacks of anxiety and 
tension; her daily rhythm and activities became more irregular.  She often gazed into her mirror, 
lost in thought.  Then she could blush with alarm, as if she had realized for the first time how 
beautiful she was.  Mamma did not notice, since there was no need for a reprimand, and since 
Tønder had won over her so completely that she was incapable of being strict.  That man had 
bewitched us all.   
That is how the impossible came to pass.  When Mathilde and Tønder came and asked for 
her approval, Mamma gave them permission to marry.  Only they had to keep it a secret until 
Father could give his approval.  Until then, they only could see each other in her presence, a 
limitation that they, full of gratitude for her generosity, scrupulously honored.    
Konrad’s return from Denmark interrupted this life.  That evening I had an ominous 
feeling that misfortune entered with him, and that our quiet happiness was gone.  That proved to 
be true all too soon.  Never have two more hostile natures met, than my brother’s and Tønder’s.  
In the first look they gave each other, lay a permanent declaration of war.  Konrad was with heart 
and soul an aristocrat, unbending, unrelenting in his principles.  The close bond between 
Mathilde and Tønder, which did not escape his suspicious gaze, only served to ripen his hate.  
Tønder, on the other hand, incited him by the bold manner with which he pitted his own opinions 
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against his.  The secret, democratic movements that preceded the great division we have since 
experienced already influenced him.18
Now the lovers often saw each other alone.  They had tolerated the ban that love had 
prescribed, but that which hate had imposed was much too oppressive.  How many times did I 
act as their invisible protector?...  They had no idea that I breathlessly kept watch in the park to 
avert any hostile encounter.  Once when Tønder, with the kind of bravado brought on by 
happiness, challenged my brother’s intrusion, one of those terrible scenes that remains indelibly 
engraved in the memory took place.   
  They waged an unremitting clandestine war.  The cold-
blooded and controlled Konrad, with a thousand imperceptible attacks, knew how to provoke 
Tønder’s proud, passionate temper.  Only Mathilde and Mamma’s presence prevented serious 
altercations.    
We were in the round, domed room that the great linden tree forms with its hanging 
branches.19
We could already hear Konrad’s spurs jingling in the avenue that led to where we were.  
Mathilde and I pleaded with Tønder to go away, but to no avail.”  
   
“Really!” said Konrad and stopped at the entrance.  “If it hadn’t been for the tutor, I 
would have sworn that I accidentally disturbed a pastoral play.”   
“You are correct, my Lord,” said Tønder and bowed fleetingly.  “I do not enjoy pastoral 
plays.  Life can be charming enough without pretending.  Besides, pastoral life, like so much 
else, has long outlasted its time!”   
“Oh, the tutor is playing the prophet again!” said Konrad disdainfully, who in his final 
words had noticed a reference to a recent conflict about the privileges enjoyed by the nobility.  
                                                 
18 This refers to Norway declaring its independence from the Danish Crown. 
19 Linden trees were called the lover’s trees in Germanic folklore.  The fifth song in Schubert’s Winterreise (1827) 
was titled The Linden Tree.  It is about an unhappy love affair. 
101 
 
“By no means will I disturb your entertainment.  I will only point out to my sisters that it is 
inappropriate to frolic around as they’re doing at this time of night.  Mathilde, Juliana!  Your 
place is not here.” 
“Really, Konrad, we’re in our own garden!” protested Mathilde. 
“But this garden is in no way protected from intruders!  Young men from the village 
acting as if they were noblemen and self-confident ruffians occasionally find it quite pleasant to 
take a shortcut through our park.  I have often come across one of these pretenders who seems to 
take pleasure in indulging his romantic fantasies and castles-in-the air in its buildings and 
bushes.” 
Tønder turned red at these words and his dark brows trembled, just as I had seen once 
before when he was full of rage.  In response to a glance from Mathilde, he restrained himself.  
As he stood and offered his arm to her, he said, “How fortunate, my ladies, that I can protect you 
in this highly dangerous place!  At least you will be safe this evening from being molested by 
arrogant ruffians.”  
Then Konrad blocked his way, shouting: “Damn you, don’t you understand me?  Let go 
of my sister!”  
“My lord,” replied Tønder, “I am this evening your mother’s guest, so I have been 
unable, even for an instant, to respond to your insults.  Besides, there are more appropriate ways 
for gentlemen to resolve a difference than to behave as you have in the presence of ladies.  We 
will meet later, my lord.  Then you can explain yourself to me.  I must ask you to let us pass.” 
“Explain myself to you,” repeated Konrad with a mocking laugh.  “Your kind of rudeness 
can only be corrected in one way.”  He made a threatening gesture with his riding crop.  
Mathilde and I screamed in fear.  Now, however, Tønder’s wrath no longer knew any limits.  He 
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grabbed the riding crop from Konrad, broke it into pieces and slung it far into the underbrush.  
“One step, one single insulting movement further, and I will not be responsible for my actions... 
Do you understand me?...  Give way, if you value your wellbeing.” 
“Oh, I still can see these two men facing each other!  Konrad had just come back from 
hunting.  His slim body was in a green hunting coat decorated with braid, his custom-made 
hunting boots, and his gold buckskin trousers.  His pale, distinctive features – he had a strong 
resemblance to Great Uncle’s portrait inside in the parlor, the one, little Johanna, that you always 
were afraid of – was twisted into an indescribable expression of scorn and controlled fury.  
Facing him was Tønder in his black suit, his strong, sturdy, but trim figure loomed larger in its 
threatening stance.  I have a silhouette of him.  You can admire his splendid profile, but his 
extraordinary soul that radiated in his features, alas, lives only here in my innermost thoughts.  
At that moment, however, I could not recognize him.  His dark blue eyes, which a moment 
before had beamed with warmth and tenderness, now sparked so dreadfully.  He struggled to 
hold us back with one hand; the other was clenched into a fist pressed into his chest.  I could not 
understand much of what the two men relentlessly and in near whispers said to each other, only 
that they hated each other and thirsted for each other’s blood.  Pale as ghost, Mathilde clung to 
Tønder’s arm; he could no longer hear her.  Only when she cried out in a heart-rending voice, 
“Farewell, Tønder!” and fled, did he come to his senses.  He grabbed his twisted hat that lay 
flung on the grass, shoved it on his head, and rushed after her. 
This dreadful conflict had to cease.  We all wrote to Father without Konrad’s knowledge.  
Mamma and Mathilde called upon all their powers of eloquence to move him to give his consent.  
Tønder set his hopes on the kind treatment the Count had previously shown him.  While we then 
waited, we ostensibly passed the time in peace and quiet.  Konrad appeared to have undergone a 
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change of mood; he at least behaved politely towards Tønder.  Regarding that horrible episode, 
he had even made an acceptable apology. 
 One day I wasn’t feeling well, and my governess suggested that I rest for a couple of 
hours.  So, I came to this room that at that time was Mathilde’s and my bedroom.  It was 
furnished the same way as you see it now; I have not wanted to change anything.  I threw myself 
down on my bed and fell into a restless slumber, but was awakened by a movement in the room.  
I recognized Helene, Mathilde’s maid, by her way of coughing.  Since I lay hidden behind thick 
bed curtain, I couldn’t see her. 
I never liked this Helene.  While Mathilde was always kind to her in every way, I often 
felt an animosity towards her for no apparent reason.  She was beautiful, that wicked woman; 
God forgive her!  She was so beautiful that the men who were present often stopped talking and 
stared at her when she came in, and many a confused—“How?  What did you mean, your 
Grace?”—attempted to conceal the distraction and resume the conversation. 
It was Helene.  I could not be mistaken.  Soon after the sound of muffled footsteps 
echoed through the adjacent room, and I recognized that Konrad had come in.”  
“Here is the letter,” he said, in a strange, flat voice.  “Now I’m going hunting.  Goodbye, 
my darling —I shouldn’t be here—now do your part well and for Heaven’s sake don’t be 
softhearted when they break out in laments for the old gentleman.  Otherwise, everything is lost.”   
“At that moment, the outer door opened; I heard them running out together through the 
servants’ door.  The gossiping, whispering tone astonished and upset me so much, and the entire 
scene was so incomprehensible, that for a long time after I wasn’t sure if it hadn’t been a fantasy 
of my feverish mind.  
The next day I was sitting with my lessons when an extraordinary disturbance arose in 
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the house.  My governess was summoned; fear and curiosity drove me after.  What a sight met 
my eyes when I stepped into the sitting room.  Mamma lay in a faint on the sofa, the entire 
household was looking after her.  On the table was an open letter that had been sealed in black.  
Mathilde was kneeling in the center of the room, a picture of silent despair.  In her hand, she held 
a crushed letter.  No one was with her...  After all, Mamma had received news of a death; no one 
realized that she had received her deathblow.  Crying, I threw my arms around her neck, not 
knowing what had happened.  In time, I heard it.  Father had suddenly died of a stroke.  He had 
managed, however, to write with his dying hand a reply that in short, broken sentences and 
faltering script contained the firmest, unyielding rejection of Mathilde’s pleas.  Moreover, it was 
worded in such a severe, almost harsh tone that it alone must have deeply shaken Mathilde’s 
tender soul.  
Tønder came to say his last farewell.  He stayed with Mathilde for a long, long time.  
Alas, I know that he offered everything that his breaking hope could find to persuade Mathilde at 
least to permit him to see her now and again.  Nevertheless, she was immovable.  Her dying 
father’s will was sacred above all else to her, more sacred than her own life and happiness, and 
she demanded of him as the final proof of his love that he never would ask to see her again.  
When Tønder came out from this visit, his face misshapen from crying, he staggered over to 
Mamma.  Kneeling, he tried to say good-bye, but could not.  She lifted him up crying, kissed 
him, and laid her hand on his head in blessing.  One final glance towards Mathilde’s door, then 
he rushed away.  Oh, Johanna, that was the saddest hour of my life. 
After this episode, a deathly quiet entered our home.  My sister was, as before calm and 
composed, but we knew all too well she displayed the serenity of a broken heart.  She mostly 
spent her time reading the books that Tønder had left with her.  Her health began to fail, and she 
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her worsened her own condition with her lack of care.  With disregard for her own wellbeing, 
she would wander out in this region’s harsh, unstable climate.  After a bad cold, the illness that 
would cause her death showed its first signs.  We did not yet know that, but still moved forward 
the date for our journey to Denmark, where we planned to make our home in the future.  Konrad 
had straight away left for a trip abroad, and my oldest brother, who had taken a post in Norway, 
took over this estate. 
Immediately after our arrival in Copenhagen, we found by chance a document among my 
father’s papers.  It was dated July 4, 1775, the day before my father’s death.  Among many other 
much less important notes and directions was a clause that read: “If my esteemed and cherished 
son-in-law Nils Tønder prefers to reside here Denmark, rather than petition our most gracious 
king for a position in Norway, it is my will that my property S -- -- borg here in Sjaelland be 
made a part of his portion.”  Imagine our confusion!  Here he rescinded the letter that caused us 
so much sorrow.  It appeared that before his death he had still found the strength to put in writing 
these decisions that a repenting Christian heart seemed to have influenced.  We could not doubt 
it; it was Father’s handwriting and seal. 
A horrible suspicion awaked in me that trickery lay hidden here.  The episode between 
Helene and Konrad came into my mind.  The real letter could have been intercepted and replaced 
with a false one.  But I only knew for sure many years later, little Johanna, when you found 
Father’s letter in this mirror, which had hung many years in Konrad’s room, a sorrowful 
realization that our pure family coat of arms had been tarnished by a despicable offense.  I still 
find it incomprehensible that Konrad did not immediately destroy such a dangerous piece of 
evidence as that letter.  Perhaps he vacillated and temporarily hid it here, where he could be sure 
no one would easily find it.  However, a vengeful fate took advantage of this delay.  An unusual 
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twist of fate intervened—which I will tell you about another time—and kept Konrad from 
returning to erase the trace of his crime. 
For now, back to my story.  Imagine our joy!  Imagine Mathilde’s quiet rapture!  She 
walked among us as if transfigured.   
A letter was immediately written to Tønder.  Oh, fate’s capricious power that no sooner 
lifts us up than it casts us down to even greater depths.  It was a long time before we received a 
reply.  At last, a letter arrived from the village priest, who informed us in a business-like manner 
that Tønder had accidently shot and killed himself three weeks earlier while hunting.  I will not 
speak of Mother’s sorrow; for Mathilde’s sake, we had to be strong.  We did not dare tell her the 
horrible news.  The doctor had said it could kill her, given her already agitated condition.  He 
then declared, in addition, that her illness was so advanced that she probably would not live 
much longer anyway.  We then agreed to conceal everything and strictly keep any sign of doubt 
hidden from her.  If we could not save her, we would at least ease her final days.  And that is 
what happened.  God forgive us for our pious fraud and the many lies that we with faithful hearts 
taught ourselves to tell.  We gave our closest friends their roles to play.  Mathilde suspected 
nothing, not even her own condition.  The inexplicable happiness consumption victims feel 
intermingled with her blissful expectation that she soon would be reunited with her beloved.  We 
pretended to make all the arrangements, drafting and planning the approaching marriage 
festivities.  Mathilde would happily describe with childlike delight the wonderful life we would 
enjoy together on her estate, while Mamma listened with a smiling face, hiding emotions only a 
Mother can understand.  During this period she sat for a portrait, wearing a dress that Tønder had 
particularly liked, but that she hadn’t worn since.”  
Great Aunt paused and I instinctively raised my eyes to the portrait.  One of the last rays 
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of the evening sun broke through the leaf canopy outside, quivered along the folds of her dress 
and lent the heavy silk material and the bouquet that rested in her lap an illusory gleam.  The 
ethereal figure appeared to be alive.  I was truly frightened and worried that she might have 
overheard us, and that I suddenly would see that sweet, joyous, far-off gaze darken, and 
questioning and fearful, fasten itself upon us.  
Then Great Aunt continued: “There is almost nothing else to tell, dear Johanna.  Shall I 
describe our increasing dread that the first shadow of doubt would awaken in her?  We did not 
have the courage to wish her dead, but we did not dare pray to God to spare her life.  The reason 
we gave for Tønder’s silence was that he was on a journey in the northerly regions of Norway.  
Mathilde, full of hope and faith, kept writing.  “I am improving daily,” she wrote.  Time passed.  
Autumn was approaching and she should have received replies long before.  One day she sat by 
the window.  She twisted the ring Tønder had given her around her thin, little finger for a long 
time.  It may have been the way the light fell harshly on her already sharpened features, but I 
believed I saw a shadow of sorrow on them.”  
“What are you thinking about, Mathilde?”  I cried while I trembled inside.  “Are you 
unhappy about something?”   
“I!” she said, and her eyes lit up.  “Oh, not at all.  Now I know why Tønder doesn’t write.  
He wants to surprise me.  Listen to what I dreamed last night, Juliana.  Suddenly he stood before 
me, without me noticing the sound of his steps.  He held his hand with my ring on his finger 
pressed tight to his heart.  I wanted to draw it to me, but see, I didn’t manage.”   
“Then I prayed to God to let her die. 
Sooner than we expected, Heaven heard our prayers.  She died while sleeping, as 
peacefully and quietly as a child rocked to sleep with a lovely promise.  Until the final moment 
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she believed it would be fulfilled by an earthly reunion with him—a reunion that God changed to 
a heavenly one. 
Mother did not live much longer.  Death was a comfort to her as well.  Why do we mourn 
the dead?  How often, when we are devastated by the loss of those we love, wasn’t death a kind, 
compassionate spirit that carried them over the abyss of pain and disappointment that life had 
prepared for them?  Mamma died without a shadow of doubt wounding her motherly heart.  Only 
I, dear Johanna, have lived on.  I have drained the bitter drink to the dregs and grown old, alone 
with my grief.” 
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3.2 Notes on Translation 
of 
“Kongsgaard” 
(“The Royal Estate”) 
(1846) 
 
The Grounds 
 Johanna’s stroll through the grounds of Kongsgaard displays Camilla Collett’s highly 
praised romantic expression of nature at its finest.  However, finding the correct words to 
describe the grounds at Kongsgaard turned out to be an unexpectedly difficult challenge.  I 
wanted to use English words that would evoke for a twenty-first century English reader an estate 
landscaped in the eighteenth century.  After rejecting suggestions in various dictionaries and 
encyclopedias, I turned to Jane Austen’s description of the estate at Sotherton in Mansfield Park.  
Her vocabulary is accurate to the time and place, and it resonates for English readers.  In 
addition, my visits to Eidsvoll Verk,20
Flora 
 an estate near Mork Gaard and Eidsvoll Prestegaard 
where Collett grew up, as well as estates in England, have also influenced my word choices.  I 
have avoided the using the word “wilderness” since, in the parklands of a great English estate, a 
wilderness is an artificially constructed element.  In Norway, an estate is much more modest, and 
the country’s naturally sublime wilderness encompasses and encroaches upon its parks and 
gardens.   
 Collett’s selection of flowers and plants that Johanna finds in the park introduces the 
intrusion of foreign Danish overlords into the Norwegian countryside, along with the resentment 
                                                 
20 The park at Eidsvoll Verk is preserved as it was in 1814, when Norway’s Constitution was signed there.  Only the 
avenue of linden trees remains of the park at Mork Gard.  The rest of the land is now wheat fields or forest. 
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it creates among the Norwegian inhabitants.  Translating the names of flora from one language to 
another is a problem of identification, and the most reliable method to translate the names of the 
flowers and plants is to use their Latin names as links.  Commonly used names in one language 
or locally used names in a geographic region may not be equivalent to a similar name in another 
language in another part of the world.  Collett refers to the ancient gran and bøk trees that shade 
Kronborg.  The English name for gran is “Norway Spruce.”  Here it is out of place to use 
“Norway” in the translation.  “Spruce” suffices for this native variety.  Other names identify 
plants as imported.  For instance, the Metrosideros has no local name at all.  As Johanna 
describes the native and non-native plants she sees in the park, she names them.  An English 
reader lacks the local knowledge to identify a plant as imported or native to Norway, and 
consequently will not understand the symbolic duality Collett is setting up.  For that reason, I 
have used footnotes to point out the origins of the imported plants in the park at Kongsgaard.   
Forms of Address 
 In eighteenth and nineteenth Norway, members of the Danish nobility were addressed by 
their aristocratic titles, such as Count von S., Baron Konrad, or Countess Mathilde, if they had 
used their titles before 1821.  After that, further adoption of such titles was prohibited by the 
Norwegian legislature.  Professional and military titles continued to be used, so people still 
addressed men by titles such as Major.  Men without professions, such as Nils Tønder, were 
addressed by their surnames.   
 The titles used by women show how their status is tied to marriage.  An unmarried 
woman, such as Johanna, was addressed as Frøken “Miss,” while a married woman was 
addressed either as Frue “Ma’am” or by a feminization of her husband’s title, for example 
Majorinne “Majoress.”  A widow was referred to as Enkefrue to indicate her marital status.  This 
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is equivalent in English to the no longer used, Widow + married name.  Widowed women were 
addressed in the same manner they were when their husbands were alive.  In this novella, the 
Major’s widow continues to be addressed as Majorinne.  Within families, formal titles were not 
used.  Rather, forms of address reflected family relationships, so that Juliana refers to her mother 
as “Mama,” and her siblings by their given names.  The younger members of a family, along 
with their friends, might affectionately address an elderly unmarried woman as Grandtante 
“Great Aunt.”  Otherwise, she is called Miss Juliana.  Rather than use the Norwegian-language 
titles, I have used English equivalents.  Norwegian naming customs are confusing enough, and 
since the novella moves back and forth in time, I decided keep things as simple as possible and 
use English titles.  By doing so, I am compromising my goal to intermix Norwegian names in my 
translation. 
Book Titles 
 Johanna provides abbreviated titles of the Danish translations of four popular eighteenth-
century works; Clarissa Harlowe, Grandison, Youngs Nattetanker, and Sophies Reise.  Later, her 
mother catches her reading Coronato eller Den Frygtelige Bandit!  I have translated these 
incomplete Danish titles into their original short titles in English and German in footnotes to the 
translation, so that readers who want to search for them on Worldcat will find them there.  In 
addition, I let Johanna speak the English title of the Coronato text when she discovers the 
identity of the bandit in disguise. 
Dialogue 
 Representation of dialogue presented a challenge for Camilla Collett, as it still does for 
any translator of her works.  Language was a matter of national identity and Norway’s nation 
building project, which I discuss in more detail in Chapter One.  What came to be called 
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landsmaal, the speech of the country people, differed from bokmaal, the Norwegianized version 
of Danish that was evolving into the language spoken and written by the educated elite in 
Norwegian cities (Christiansen ix).  In reality, the evolution was just beginning, and Collett 
wrote in Danish.  Moreover, rural dialects varied from district to district, so a common, mutually 
understood, spoken language called landsmaal did not exist.   
 Since Collett is remembered as a Norwegian author, I use the term bokmaal to describe 
the language she writes in.  She writes in bokmaal and Johanna speaks bokmaal, as do the other 
characters with dialogue in this novella.  The housekeeper in reality would speak a local variant 
of landsmaal, while Great Aunt Juliana would have retained her upper-class Danish manner of 
speaking.  Collett deftly avoids the problem of replicating Great Aunt’s Danish by avowing that 
Johanna “would never attempt to replicate Great Aunt’s rococo language.”   
 Collett first tells the legend of Nils Tønder’s death from the Norwegian point of view.  
However, she must employ the bokmaal of reading, writing, and education, rather than the 
dialect spoken by the people of the district.  She resolves this problem in part by giving voice to 
the housekeeper and replicating her sociolect.  Collett lets the housekeeper tell the legend in 
direct speech.  However, she does not write the housekeeper’s words in the local dialect, which 
she easily could have done since she grew up in the district.  Rather, in the quotation below, 
Collett uses bokmaal, but she intersperses it with informal phrases, such as maa vide “you know” 
and kan jeg tro “I guess.”  She also injects humor.  The housekeeper uses dry wit when she 
reverses the standard Begynnelse og Ende “beginning or end” and inverts the normal structure of 
the sentence that contains the phrase as well.  The housekeeper criticizes the arrogant countess 
and the manner of dress of the young woman’s suitors.  This shows how Norwegian commoners 
view the Danish nobility in their midst:  
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It happened around the time my mother was goin’ for her confirmation lessons.  
Then she would see Miss Mathilde.  She was so haughty and refined, yuh noh, 
that it was a rarity to see her.  And of suitors from both Copenhagen and 
Christiania there was no end or beginning, but she wouldn’t have nuttin’ to do 
with any of ‘em.  They worn’t noble enough for her, I guess, even though they 
had spurs on their boots and feathers in their hats.   
The language conflict is not as great an issue for me as a translator as it is for Collett, but I 
attempt to acknowledge her negotiation of this problem by giving careful attention to replicating 
the housekeeper’s quirky dialogue.  I have dropped the endings on several words and included a 
few variant spellings to indicate casual speech.  Finally, I have replicated the ironic phrases that 
show the housekeeper’s disdain for the wealthy foreigners.   
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Chapter 3.3 Dualities and Intertextualities 
in  
“Kongsgaard” 
(“The Royal Estate”) 
Introduction and thesis 
“I ‘might not beteem the winds of heaven visit her face too roughly.’”  Miss Juliana 
paraphrases Hamlet (1.2.141-142) to express her enduring love for her long-dead sister, Countess 
Mathilde.  In “Kongsgaard” (“The Royal Estate”), the legend of a young woman from a Danish 
noble family and the Norwegian commoner she loves becomes a tragedy brought on by deceit 
within the woman’s family that echoes the acts of members of the royal family of Denmark in 
Shakespeare’s Hamlet.  “Kongsgaard” was first published as “anonymous” in the folklorist 
Peter Christen Asbjørnsen’s collection of stories by contemporary Norwegian writers titled 
Hjemmet og Vandringen – en Aarbog for 1847 (“At Home and Out Wandering – A Yearbook for 
1847”) (A. Collett, Camilla Colletts Livs Historie: Belyst ved hendes Breve og Dagbøger 138).  
By drawing parallels between the lives and fates of the women at Kongsgaard and the lives and 
deaths of Ophelia and Gertrude in Hamlet, Collett shows how the all-too-commonplace theme of 
ill-fated love found in romantic novels written for young women in the late eighteenth and early 
nineteenth century can mask personal tragedies worthy of a Shakespeare play.  Moreover, she 
shows how families and cultures that do not encourage women to make independent judgments 
can bring on their own downfall.  In this novella, Camilla Collett sets up a two-part structure in 
which the two narrators’ interpretations of what they have witnessed vary between romantic 
naiveté and mature insight.   
115 
 
“Kongsgaard” is not a retelling of Hamlet; rather Collett bases her story on a local legend 
about the von Krogh family that took place decades before her birth, and her childhood visits to 
Mork Gaard, their estate that she remembers as her childhood paradise.  Many of the events in 
“Kongsgaard” are situated at Mork, a neighboring estate to Eidsvold Prestegaard.  Collett was a 
frequent guest at Mork and had her own room there.  The property’s history goes back to the Iron 
Age, when it was first cleared for farming.  In the Middle Ages, it was the property of the 
Catholic Church.  In 1532, the Danish-Norwegian Crown assumed ownership during the 
Protestant Reformation in Denmark, and was Crown land until 1659. (Direktoratet for 
kulturminneforvaltning).  During that period, the property was named Kongsgaard “the king’s 
estate.”  According to my friend and informant Britt Hanto, who grew up on a property located 
between Mork Gaard and Eidsvold Prestegaard, local residents still refer to Mork as 
Kongsgaard. (Hanto).   
Like Collett, Shakespeare based his work of fiction on a historic legend.  Hamlet drew 
upon the legend of Amleth, Prince of Denmark, as recorded by Saxo Grammaticus in Gesta 
Danorum (“The History of the Kings of Denmark”) (1185).  The first translation of 
Shakespeare’s plays into a Scandinavian language was a prose version in Danish published in 
1777.  The first verse translation, also in Danish, was by Peter Foersom in 1807.  He had 
difficulty getting his work published, since Denmark and England were fighting on opposite 
sides in the Napoleonic Wars.  The first Shakespeare play performed in Denmark was Hamlet.  
This took place in 1813, the year Camilla Wergeland Collett was born, and the year before 
Denmark lost its Norwegian territory.  In a journal entry dated November 1832, nineteen-year-
old Camilla writes about how moved she was when she heard Johan Sebastian Welhaven, the 
great poet with whom she was infatuated, reading Hamlet aloud. 
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Possibly drawing on her own experience when Welhaven later rejected her, she refers to 
Shakespeare to show how the futures of women romanticized in sentimental novels can be as 
tragic as the lives of Ophelia and Gertrude.  Collett is warning her female readers that they are in 
danger of sharing their fates, if they pattern their own behavior on the false ideals of these 
fictional romances.   
As Collett develops her plot, she expands upon the legend, and several direct references 
to Hamlet appear in her narrative.  In reading “Kongsgaard” and Hamlet, four intertwined 
themes are worth close comparison: what male relatives and lovers expect from women, why 
abstract concepts of female virtue influence and control women’s behavior, how deceptive acts 
can lead to personal tragedy and the fall of dynasties, and in what way the representation of 
Denmark’s loss of power in Hamlet foreshadows Denmark’s loss of Norway in the early 
nineteenth century.  Greater questions related to honor, virtue, loyalty, duplicity, reputation, 
suicide, murder, and beliefs about the afterlife inform the actions of individuals in these works.  
Ultimately, these elements merge in “Kongsgaard” to underscore Camilla Collett’s thesis that 
female self-abnegation is not romantic; rather it is tragic.  Both Shakespeare and Collett’s 
women without deliberation make sacrifices that lead to their deaths.  Collett frames her story 
delicately, while Shakespeare is earthy and explicit.   
A second intertextual reference is found in the symbolism of the linden tree in 
“Kongsgaard.”  Collett draws upon the theme of “Der Lindenbaum” (“The Linden Tree”), the 
fifth song in Winterreise, published in 1827, with lyrics by Wilhelm Müller and music by Franz 
Schubert.  Müller’s poem about the linden tree also became a popular folk song titled Am 
Brunnen vor dem Tore (“By the Well before the Gate”) (Feil 24, 95-96).  My study of Camilla 
Collett’s intertextual references to both Hamlet and Müller’s “Der Lindenbaum,” shows that in 
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“Kongsgaard” Collett uses these texts to express indirectly her underlying theme of how female 
self-abnegation can lead to premature deaths and the destruction of dynasties.   
Previous Scholarship 
Two reviews of “Kongsgaard,” written at the time this early piece by Collett was 
published at Christmas 1846, focus primarily on gender and national identity.  The male 
reviewers do not hesitate to display the male skepticism towards women writers that was 
common in that era.  The anonymous reviewer in Den Constitutionelle firmly states that the 
lovers’ story did not move his masculine emotions (Const. 25 & 26, Diktning 214).  In the 1840s, 
the National Romantic movement was at its height in Norway, and both reviewers criticize the 
novella as unorsk, that is, not emphasizing Norwegian values.  In Norsk Tidsskrift for Videnskap 
og Litteratur “Norwegian Journal for Science and Literature,” Norway’s leading intellectual, M. 
J. Monrad, criticizes the subject choice for the piece as inappropriate for the times.  It portrays 
tame, polished members of the old regime, rather than straightforward and rough-around-the-
edges Norwegians (Monrad 127, Diktning 215).  Both reviewers save a little space to praise the 
author for her style of writing and use of language.  All commentaries that follow will repeat this 
praise.  “Kongsgaard” was reprinted in a collection of short stories by Collett titled Fortællinger 
“Stories” in 1860.  The collection was reviewed in the newspaper Morgenbladet on January 20, 
1861.  The review shows that Collett has made clear her views on the subjection of women.  The 
reviewer, commenting on the collection as a whole, criticizes the author for failing to live up to 
forsoningsestetikken, the ideal of accepting one’s state in life and achieving a state of harmony 
with society as a whole, a Hegelian philosophy that was popular at the time.  Instead, the 
reviewer states, she lets one dissonant note follow the other.  He praises her descriptions of 
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nature for giving the reader sheer pleasure, but criticizes the poison of discontent that is too 
apparent in her works.   
The next discussion of “Kongsgaard” comes eighty-six years later, in 1947, long after 
Collett’s life’s work for the cause of women had been recognized and honored.  Collett scholar 
Ellisiv Steen emphasizes the biographical and emotional undertones she detects in the novella, 
and analyzes the piece with ideas derived from Freudian theory (Diktning 212-213).  Steen 
follows up seven years later with a discussion of Fortællinger.  She points out that all the stories 
contain elements of fantasy and mysticism, yet possess a critical point of view.  Collett employs 
a technique Steen describes as “romantic irony” that mixes imagination and reality, as well as 
nature and the supernatural.  Steen points out that Collett is critical of her compatriots’ 
provincialism and that she appeals to them to find their humanity and idealism (Lange 68).  The 
scholar Liv Bliksrud also emphasizes in her genre study of Fortællinger in 1998 how Collett, 
employing a style called poetic realism, combines fantasy and reality.  She points out how in 
“Kongsgaard” powers of fate and physical powers work together, as when the mirror falls off 
the wall at the only significant moment in the narrative.  This is an event on the borderline 
between the possible and the impossible (Blicksrud 66-67). 
Among the literary historians who mention “Kongsgaard,” Francis Bull in Norges 
Litteraturhistorie (“Norway’s Literary History”) (1960) is alone in discussing the novella in 
detail.  Bull calls “Kongsgaard” a jewel of a piece and the best composed of her early works.  
He explicitly states that theme of the story is the fate of the female martyr.  He also points out 
that Collett has so deftly suppressed her rebellious nature that it is hardly noticeable when one 
first reads the story.  Only afterwards does the reader realize that it has smoldered underneath 
(Bull 81).   
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My own thesis builds on Bull’s observations.  Through reading, interpreting, and 
translating “Kongsgaard,” I examine how Collett develops her theme of the female martyr 
within the form of a sentimental novella.  She employs a romantic style to attract a female 
audience—and get her work published.  At the same time, she uses her deft writing skills and 
literary knowledge to express her underlying message.  I bring to the scholarly discussion how 
Collett draws upon themes from Hamlet and “Der Lindenbaum” to convey to the careful reader 
the inherent tragedy in her tale.   
The novella is structured as a frame story where the narrator, Johanna, recounts her visits 
to Kongsgaard during two phases in her life, first when she was twelve years old, and then when 
she was twenty-four.  Within this frame, two other people each tell their version of a love story 
with a tragic ending that took place long before Johanna was born.  The frame story is written in 
the romantic or sentimental novel style popular with young women of the time.  It begins with a 
description of the estate through the imaginative eyes of Johanna, who will later remember it as 
her childhood paradise.  The name Kongsgaard reflects Johanna’s fantasies and Collett’s explicit 
references to Hamlet.  Johanna sees the estate as a setting worthy of one of the romantic novels 
she enjoys reading.  Her romantic daydreams come true when she discovers a letter that has lain 
hidden for fifty years.  What this letter reveals marks the turning point in the novella.  Searching 
to find out the meaning of the letter, Johanna learns about the legend of the love affair from the 
housekeeper.  The frame story ends when Johanna returns to Kongsgaard as a twenty-four-year-
old woman.  In this darker and more somber section, Great Aunt Juliana takes on the role of 
narrator.  Her version of the tragic love affair, as well as the family secret exposed in the letter 
Johanna has found, evokes events in Shakespeare’s tragedy Hamlet.  She tells how, when the 
letter was first hidden, a forged letter was delivered in its place.  This act of treachery led to the 
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premature deaths of Great Aunt’s mother, her sister Countess Mathilde, and her sister’s suitor 
Nils Tønder, and brought about the decline of the once-noble von S. family.   
The narrator Johanna introduces Kongsgaard, the great estate founded by the fictional 
Count von S., as a property in an unkempt but charming state, where nature encroaches upon the 
formal gardens and parks that were laid out in an earlier era.  The time line expressed by means 
of the visible, exterior changes in the gardens, park and house spans approximately eighty-six 
years when dramatic political changes were taking place in Norway.  Collett situates Kongsgaard 
in Norway, and she states that it was acquired in 1751 by the Danish count who is the patriarch 
of the family.  The forged letter that leads to three untimely and tragic deaths is dated 1775, 
when Great Aunt was young and Norway was still under Danish control.  In 1814, Norwegians 
met at Eidsvoll to write a constitution and declare Norway a free and independent nation.  Later 
that year, however, Norway was forced into a union with Sweden.  In contrast to Norway’s 
subjection under Danish rule, Norway managed its own internal affairs and passed its own laws 
while in the union with Sweden.  Johanna is a symbol of the transition from the old aristocratic 
order to the new.  She is born around the time Norway’s constitution was ratified, and she brings 
truth to light in Kongsgaard. 
Johanna, the fictional narrator who describes the estate’s natural setting and the interior 
of its house as a “childhood paradise,” was born around 1813, the year of Camilla Collett’s birth.  
Johanna grows up in the Union period.  She discovers the letter in 1825, and learns of the tragedy 
it revealed when she returns to Kongsgaard as an adult on a later visit in 1837.  Both as a child 
and as an adult, Johanna describes Great Aunt as old, and the items and furnishings in her room 
as from a time long past. 
121 
 
Early in the novella, Johanna wanders through the grounds of the estate.  As she 
describes the vegetation, she names many plants.  In this section, Camilla Collett contrasts non-
native ornamental and native species: 
Native 
Norwegian     English 
(spiss)lønn       Norway Maple 
ore                  alder 
pile                 willow 
gran               Norway Spruce 
bøg                beech 
Non-Native Ornamental 
Norwegian        English 
lindeallé           linden avenue 
(platan)lønn  Sycamore maple 
poppel              poplar 
syren                lilac 
aksia                acacia 
Fig. 3: Native and non-native ornamental plants 
Collett uses the two categories of “non-native ornamental” and “native” to develop the 
plants’ symbolic functions in the text.  The imported species are associated with the aristocratic 
Danish settlers who established the park with its exotic plants, while the Norwegian species 
within the park boundaries signify native residents encroaching upon or reclaiming the land.  
Collett intentionally selects these bushes and trees in order to introduce elements of both class 
and national conflict to her story.   
As Johanna roams through the park behind the house, she notes with the eye of a 
romantic Norwegian writer, “Nature had overgrown art, and obeyed only its own laws.”  She 
illustrates her observation, noting that 
The lilac and acacia bushes had entered into misalliances with the alders and 
willows, whose long, scrawny shoots shamelessly shot up through the bush’s 
noble, fragrant crowns.  A slender, delicate tree (most likely a Metrosideros) 
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stood in the middle of a green lawn.  According to legend, it had at one time 
blossomed and borne red, hanging flowers, but now was nearly dead, most likely 
of sorrow over the family’s misfortune and decline.  
The mingling of native plants with the imported lilacs and acacias in a misalliance symbolizes 
the view held by many that Norwegians are distinct from Danes.  Danes are an unnatural element 
in the landscape.  The lilac with its heart-shaped leaves and the word “misalliance,” on the other 
hand, point to the union between the Danish Countess Mathilde and the Norwegian commoner 
Nils Tønder.  The lonely Metrosideros–never given a Norwegian name –now dying of sorrow, 
adds to the impression of misfortune.  The tree symbolizes Great Aunt Juliana, once a protected 
and prized child, who has been left to grieve alone.  If Kongsgaard was ever a paradise it is 
already lost.  
 Johanna discovers an edifice surrounded by ramparts built in 1751 on a promontory 
beyond the parklands of the estate.  Collett names it Kronborg.  The name not only builds on the 
royal association of the novella’s title, it connects the estate and the family that built it to the 
Danish Kronborg Castle, located in the town of Helsingør, and the setting for Shakespeare’s 
Hamlet.  Shakespeare coined the name Elsinore, which English speakers interchangeably use as 
the name of the castle or the town.  Collett’s choice of Kronborg explicitly ties her novella to 
Shakespeare’s play.  Collett concludes her description of Kronborg: “One could immerse oneself 
in it with the same mystical enthrallment one could feel when working one’s way through an 
ancient, half-legible manuscript.”  I see this as an indirect reference to the legend of “Amleth, 
Prince of Denmark,” recorded in Saxo Grammaticus’s manuscript.  Kronborg and the reference 
to an old manuscript together point to the legendary Amleth and that name’s anagram Hamlet.  
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Collett links an ancient oral legend to a legend in her own time that local inhabitants tell about 
the family that erected a structure named Kronborg at Kongsgaard.   
 While nature is left to obey its own rules as the grounds of the estate decline, time stands 
still in Miss Juliana’s room located in a far corner of the main house.  The girl Johanna is drawn 
to the room by the kindness of the old woman she calls Great Aunt, as well as the woman’s 
collection of novels.   
 There is a comic element in Collett’s description of Johanna reading fiction that her 
mother saw as scandalous, given that most of these were relatively tame conduct novels from the 
1700s.  Samuel Richardson’s books are sentimental novels that focus on love, passion, and the 
importance of female virtue.  Among the other titles mentioned, Sophies Reise is a fictional 
account of the unmarried Sophie’s dangerous journey through Eastern Europe at the end of the 
Seven Years War.  The courageous Sophie’s travels end with a personal loss when her fiancé 
finds her lacking in moral virtue and breaks their engagement.  Young’s Night Thoughts reflects 
on themes of death, ruins, and melancholy that are also elements in this novella.  All of these 
works were translated into Danish in the 1780s (Bibliotheca danica (1482-1840)).     
 Like these earlier writers of romantic stories for young women, Collett hides a more 
serious theme beneath her love story.  She will expose how unrealistic demands for moral 
perfection, as expressed in early romantic novels, such as those found in Great Aunt’s library, 
destroy the lives and spirits of young women.  This will continue to be a central theme in 
Collett’s later works as she writes to expose how women suffer in the social order of her own 
time, a century after those novels were written.    
Collett expresses the distance in time between Great Aunt’s youth and Johanna’s by 
describing the appearance of Great Aunt Juliana’s room.  At the same time, she depicts how men 
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control upper class women.  Johanna is fascinated with the venerable fine furnishings, but also 
finds certain items in the room foreign and bizarre.  Among the objects was a life-sized porcelain 
dog.  Dogs are prized for their faithfulness and obedience to their masters, just as women were 
expected to be faithful and obedient to their fathers and husbands.  The life-size porcelain animal 
shows how the demand of such behavior sucks the life out of women.  The only living beings 
were fish and a bird, which were kept inside a double-chambered glass globe: “it was both 
amusing and at the same time sad, to see the gold and silver carp jeeringly cast themselves 
around the poor prisoner within.”  The double glass globe suggests a woman on display, trapped 
while men – in this case men associated with wealth – circle around her, gazing at her and 
controlling her.  Replicating this mood and Johanna’s confused feelings about the room and its 
contents is a portrait of Great Aunt’s older sister, Countess Mathilde.  Johanna asks Juliana, 
“Who is that lady?  Is she sick?...  Why does she look so sad... no, not sad – so happy?  Is she 
still alive?”  Juliana makes known that her sister died of consumption when she was young and 
her death was a tragedy.  Her statement that it is a story that the world has told many times, but 
whose true course of events we rarely know, is overtly a reference to the many young women 
who died of consumption in that era.  It also forewarns the reader that there is more to Countess 
Mathilde’s story still to be revealed in the novella.   
There is a second version of the countess’s death.  Fifty years have gone by, but the 
legend of the countess and the commoner is still alive in the memories of the people in the 
community.  The housekeeper tells Johanna: “I clearly remember that story.  It happened around 
the time my mother was goin’ for her confirmation lessons.”    
She describes the countess as an arrogant, refined, and distant young woman who had 
many suitors of high rank from both Copenhagen and Christiania (later Oslo).  “None were noble 
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enough for her,” the housekeeper comments derisively.  Instead, the countess and a local young 
man fell deeply in love.  Her father, the Old Count, refused to let them marry.  Now showing 
sympathy for both the young lovers, the housekeeper tells how Mr. Nils went away and the Miss 
grieved.  The focus of the legend is on the death of Nils Tønder shortly after.  “Tønder shot 
himself straight through his heart up in Nordsæter Woods.  Indeed, my mother saw him when 
they drove him to the village....”   
At the time Collett wrote this piece, the majority of Norway’s rural inhabitants received 
only a rudimentary education.  Thus, legends and folktales transmitted from person to person and 
from generation to generation were an important element of local culture, literature, and history.  
Collett’s nanny when she was a child, Lisbeth-Marie, was a gifted storyteller who entertained 
Camilla and her siblings with magical folktales from a treasure trove that she inherited from her 
mother.  However, a person did not have to be a gifted storyteller to tell about something of 
interest that took place.  Anyone in the community might have a good legend or story to tell, and 
the teller believed the legend to be true because she or he had personally witnessed the event or 
knew someone who had.  In this instance, the housekeeper’s mother had seen Nils Tønder when 
he was driven to the village with a bullet wound in his heart.   
One of Norway’s most popular folktale figures is Askeladden “Ash Lad.”  Askeladden is 
the lazy and good-for-nothing third son in a poor family.  Typically, in the Askeladden stories, 
promising young men are given important tasks to complete.  The one who succeeds will receive 
a reward, frequently the hand of a princess in marriage.  Askeladden’s two older brothers try and 
inevitably fail, while Askeladden wins the princess and half the kingdom.   
The housekeeper tells the legend of the commoner who won the love of the countess, but 
was not good enough to marry her; the tragedy she memorializes is Tønder’s death.  His fate 
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becomes a symbol of the victimization of the common people by the aristocracy.  Since the 
aristocratic family came from Denmark and the young man was Norwegian, the tale also shows 
how Norwegians felt they were exploited by a foreign power.  On the other hand, the count’s 
wife and daughters feel isolated and alone in this outpost of civilization.  They rarely leave the 
estate, and whenever they enter the village church, the congregation turns to stare at the “haughty 
and refined” women.  As soon as her husband dies, the old Countess—as the villagers call her—
makes plans to return to Denmark.      
Collett wrote “Kongsgaard” at the height of Norway’s National Romantic movement, 
when the oral folktales and legends told by the country people were considered positive 
expressions of Norwegian character and principle.  However, there can be various versions of a 
legend, and variations of detail can cloak the general truth found in them.  The sexton’s wife tells 
a more detailed story that conflicts with the housekeeper’s.  As time passes and a tale is repeated 
by a number of people over a period of fifty years, details may be altered and an event colored by 
the personal views of the teller.  Something written, on the other hand, is generally considered 
more accurate.  Time cannot alter it.  The written word also has an authority associated with the 
educated, higher classes.  In this novella, however, writing is associated with the unwelcome 
presence of Danish nobility in Norway.  Time reveals that the letter that drove Tønder from 
Kongsgaard to his death in the forest was a forgery.  The Norwegian commoner dies because of 
a Danish aristocrat’s false act.   
 Shortly after the housekeeper tells her version of the legend, Johanna finds a letter from 
Count v. S. that had been hidden behind a mirror fifty years.  This letter gives a sample of the 
high-register language aristocratic Danes employed when writing personal letters.        
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Ma chère enfant ! 
My blessing before -- -- my final -- -- since I soon will stand before my God and 
judge.  I have received your letter; I have carefully considered your appeal.  I 
confess that I have long struggled with my earthly pride.  God forgive me this sin 
in the name of Christ our Savior.  So follow your heart, my dearest child!  It is for 
me a douce comfort that I know and apprécierer your bridegroom.  Just as I 
surely knew that my daughter would never make an unworthy choice. 
Yours until death  
Your devoted and deeply affectionate father 
  Arnold Wilhelm v. S. 
  Copenhagen, July 4, 1775 
The use of French, albeit sometimes incorrectly, serves to elevate the language of the Danish 
elite and further distance its members from the Norwegian commoners.  They even express time 
differently.  While Count S. dates his letter, the housekeeper states that Nils Tønder was killed at 
the time her mother was taking her confirmation lessons.  By contrasting the housekeeper’s 
manner of speaking, and the writing style of the count, Collett emphasizes the distance and 
difference between Norwegian commoners and Danish aristocrats.  Collett shows that despite the 
hierarchical system of her time, where formal education, wealth and power lay in the hands of a 
small elite of aristocratic men, others also possessed the capabilities to express themselves 
vividly, no matter what their class and schooling.  She is expressing the democratic ideas of her 
era.   
Great Aunt Juliana, upon reading the true letter from her father, first raises the letter 
towards the portrait of her sister, and then falls into a faint.  The discovery of the letter that 
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Countess Mathilde never received marks the turning point in the novella, even though it is read 
fifty years too late.  
Twelve years later, Johanna returns to Kongsgaard as a twenty-four-year-old woman.  In 
this darker and more somber second half of the novella, Great Aunt takes on the role of narrator.  
She tells how, when the letter first was hidden, a forged letter was delivered in its place.   
Her version of the tragic love affair, as well as the family secret that was revealed when 
Johanna found the letter, suggests deeds in Hamlet.  Great Aunt Juliana tells how treachery led to 
the deaths of Mathilde, Tønder, the Norwegian commoner she loved, and her mother.  She 
begins by paraphrasing a line from Hamlet to express her deep and enduring love for her sister: 
“I might not beteem the winds of heaven visit her face too roughly.”  The reference to Hamlet 
signals that the events Great Aunt Juliana will reveal are on the level of a Shakespearean tragedy.  
Since Hamlet first was performed, later authors have traditionally made use of the play as a 
mirror for human failings.  Collett, in referring to Hamlet, is responding to aspects of human 
behavior and moral character that she is struggling with herself.  Through her intertextual 
references, she is looking at Ophelia, Gertrude, and the entire play from a feminist perspective.  
She was perhaps the first to read the play from this point of view.   
In both stories, the events that take place are associated with the deaths of the family 
patriarchs, and younger brothers commit acts of treachery.  In “Kongsgaard” Lord Konrad, the 
second son of Count von S..., the founder of the family holdings in Norway, unexpectedly 
returns from Copenhagen.  His father remains in Copenhagen where he is receiving medical 
treatment.  Gravely ill and facing his own death, the count writes a letter to his daughter, 
Mathilde, giving her permission to marry Tønder.  Konrad intercepts the letter and gives it to the 
maid to hide behind the mirror—where Johanna will discover it 50 years later.  Like Hamlet, 
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Konrad forges a letter to thwart the plans of an enemy he cannot openly oppose.  Konrad’s deed 
is motivated by his hatred for Tønder, whom his parents and his sisters all cherish.  Konrad sees 
Tønder as a Norwegian upstart, and a threat to his own privileged position.  Like Shakespeare’s 
Claudius, Konrad seeks personal gain from his actions, but both men lose their status and power.  
Furthermore, their treachery leads to the breakdown of their family dynasties. 
The conduct of the women in Hamlet and “Kongsgaard,” based on social expectations of 
acceptable behavior for women in upper-class families in both Shakespeare’s and Collett’s times, 
is key to understanding why they, too, soon die.  Young women were expected to show 
unquestioned obedience to their fathers, and to remain sexually pure until they married.  
Moreover, they could not marry whom they wished, since marriage alliances were seen as means 
to strengthen the wealth, social connections, and power of their families.   
Great Aunt Juliana tells how her sister, Countess Mathilde, had fallen in love with Tønder 
and her mother had given them her blessing.  They needed only permission to marry from her 
father, who was in Copenhagen.  The family receives the news that the count has passed away, 
and at the same time, Mathilde receives the letter that Konrad forged.  The letter, purporting to 
be from her father, expresses his unyielding rejection of her request to marry Tønder.  Mathilde, 
in shock from the death of her father, vows at this vulnerable moment to follow his wishes.  
Juliana recalls the scene when Tønder came to say farewell as the saddest hour of her life:  
Alas, I know that he offered everything that his breaking hope could find to 
persuade Mathilde at least to permit him to see her now and again.  Nevertheless, 
she was immovable.  Her dying father’s will was sacred above all else to her, 
more sacred than her own life and happiness, and she demanded of him as the 
final proof of his love that he never would ask to see her again.   
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In this overwrought scene, Mathilde reveals a higher loyalty that takes precedence over her own 
happiness and her love for Tønder: absolute obedience to the will of the patriarch.  
 Soon after, Tønder is found dead in the forest from a gunshot wound.  However, as with 
Ophelia, whether he dies accidentally or takes his own life is unclear.  The clergyman who buries 
him states that Tønder accidentally shot himself, while the housekeeper who repeats the local 
legend says, “he shot himself straight through the heart.”  In my reading, Collett implies in 
several places in the text that Konrad kills Tønder: “In the first look they gave each other, lay an 
unrelenting declaration of war.”  Moreover, Konrad disappears from the district, never to return, 
around the time Tønder’s body is found.    
 Although the housekeeper stated that the young lord approved of his sister’s choice, 
Juliana has witnessed the hatred between the two men.  She cites an incident where her brother 
comes home from hunting to find Tønder and the two sisters in the round, domed room formed 
by the hanging branches of the great linden tree.  Konrad believes he has the right to control his 
sisters’ behavior.  He curtly tells his sisters that it is inappropriate for them to frolic around at 
night.  He introduces a sexual innuendo, and thus assaults their virtue.  The two men begin to 
fight, and Konrad threatens Tønder with his riding crop.  Their mutual hatred becomes a 
metaphor for the deteriorating relations between Denmark and Norway.  Collett uses symbolic 
imagery to build the emotional tension of this scene.  The “round domed room” reminds the 
reader of the gold and silver carp circling around the trapped canary.  The linden tree with its 
heart-shaped leaves and its branches forming a natural gazebo is the lover’s tree in Germanic 
folklore.   
 In “Der Lindenbaum” the fifth song in Schubert’s Winterreise, a heartbroken young man 
walks away from the place where he was once happy.  His beloved has broken her promise to 
131 
 
marry him.  He cries, “The cold winds blew straight into my face...”  Müller’s poem about the 
linden tree also became a popular folk song titled Am Brunnen vor dem Tore “By the Well before 
the Gate.” (Feil 95-96)  In both of these pieces, a fickle young noblewoman drives away a young 
commoner.  Since both German high culture and folk culture had such a strong influence in 
Norway at that time, Norwegian readers of “Kongsgaard” would likely have associated 
Mathilde and Tønder with reference to the linden tree in the two versions of the poem.  Collett 
uses the folk song and the Schubert song to tie Countess Mathilde’s rejection of Tønder to her 
theme of the growing conflict between Norwegians longing for democracy and the Danish 
aristocracy’s control of Norway before 1814.  The circumstances surrounding the death of Nils 
Tønder are unclear.  Collett can only implicitly suggest that the son of a neighboring family 
murdered his sister’s beloved. 
 Two other deaths soon follow Tønder’s in this family tragedy.  Tønder, like Hamlet’s 
murdered father, cannot rest.  His ghost returns to escort Mathilde to heaven.  The promise of 
happiness in heaven is a romanticized compensation for two lives lost because of Mathilde’s 
loyalty to an imposed ideal that robs women of their freedom of choice.  The mother in the von 
S. family is so anonymous that Collett gives her no name in the novella.  Despite her 
unequivocal approval of Tønder, she is no more able to defy what she believes were her dead 
husband’s wishes than Mathilde.  She will see Mathilde to her grave, then find comfort in death 
soon after.  The norm of women’s total obedience to the family patriarch is unquestioned, even 
beyond the grave, and it is passed down from one generation to the next.  Notwithstanding what 
they have experienced themselves in their subjugated lives, mothers raise their daughters to place 
obedience over personal fulfillment and their own best judgment.  
132 
 
 Young unmarried women’s obligation to obey blindly their fathers – and their brothers – 
is also a theme in Hamlet.  Ophelia’s brother, Laertes, warns Ophelia that Hamlet as Prince of 
Denmark may not choose whom he marries; rather he must choose for the best of the state.  
Ophelia, on the other hand, must protect her honor.  Laertes warns her not to “lose your heart, or 
your chaste treasure open to his unmast’red importunity” (Ham.1.3).   
 According to the norms of her era, Ophelia acts virtuously when she obeys her father’s 
command and breaks off Hamlet’s courtship of her.  Hamlet cannot attack her for being obedient 
to her father, but when he catches her in a lie she tells to protect her father, he turns on her.  He 
repeats before others sexual innuendos that bring her chastity into question.  Hamlet again uses 
words as weapons when he later confronts his mother.  He accuses her of bringing shame upon 
herself by marrying her husband’s brother.   
 Ophelia and Hamlet’s mother, Queen Gertrude, are caught in a double bind.  Because 
they do not oppose the patriarchs in their families, acts that would be condemned as defiant and 
lacking virtue in a woman, Hamlet accuses them of betrayal and sexual misbehavior.  The ghost 
of Hamlet’s father tells his son that Claudius is to blame, not Gertrude.    
 Whether or not it is Shakespeare’s conscious intention, Collett shows why Mathilde, 
Mathilde’s mother, Ophelia, and Gertrude choose wrongly.  They are loyal to the patriarchy in 
keeping with the ideal of female obedience.  They also fear censure if they do not comply.  
Accordingly, they let the men in their families make their decisions for them.  They neither use 
their own judgment nor see what takes place around them.  In these two tragedies, some of the 
men are corrupt and act out of their own self-interest.  Collett and Shakespeare create lethal 
combinations of female subjection and male treachery, where women die early and unnatural 
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deaths because they trust men to make their decisions for them.  None of their deaths serves any 
positive purpose.   
 In both tales, flower imagery expresses the death of a virgin.  When Johanna first sees the 
portrait of Mathilde that was painted shortly before her death, she sees conflicts that she cannot 
resolve:  
She wore an apple green dress, and her curled and powdered hair was tied up with 
a pale pink ribbon.  Her figure was so unusually delicate and ethereal that it 
seemed as if her stiff corset alone held her upright and that without it she would 
collapse like the slender stem of a Lily-of the Valley when its leaves are torn 
away...  Her long aristocratic fingers were as transparently thin as the slender, 
pale green buds of wild honeysuckle.  She appeared to find her abundant bouquet 
of flowers too heavy, so she rested it feebly on her lap.   
The fresh apple green of her dress is associated with the spring of life; the apple-green color also 
gives promise of fertility, that is, that she will bear children.  Collett then undermines the poetic 
imagery.  Mathilde’s figure is too delicate and ethereal.  If her corset did not hold her upright, 
she would collapse.  The comparison of the corset to the leaves of Lilies-of-the-Valley, whose 
flowers resemble tiny white wedding bells, reminds the viewer/reader of what the young woman 
will never experience.  The countess’s hands are slender and pale like buds of wild honeysuckle.  
The variety of honeysuckle that grows wild in Norway cannot support itself; rather, it winds its 
slender vines tightly around sturdy trees.  Collett uses wild plants that are native to Norway to 
describe Mathilde.  The stem of the Lily-of-the Valley and the wild honeysuckle cannot stand 
alone, as Mathilde cannot stand without Tønder.  The elaborate bouquet in her lap, like the life of 
a countess, is a burden too heavy to bear alone.  The reality of impending death, which the 
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painter could not avoid portraying, conflicts with the romanticized accessories.  Collett’s careful 
selection and use of flowers comments on how images of flowers and flowery language were 
used to romanticize the slow wasting away of death by consumption in the art, poetry and prose 
of the time.  This is not a painting of youthful beauty; rather it is a portrait of a young woman 
suffering a protracted and painful death.   
When Johanna visits Kongsgaard twelve years later, the ailing Great Aunt Juliana 
silently turns towards the portrait of Countess Mathilde.  Johanna sees an altered image:  
There, with a new, unforgettable incomprehensible beauty, the Countess’s portrait 
radiated before me...  The inexplicable happiness consumption victims feel 
intermingled with her blissful expectation that she soon would be reunited with 
her beloved.   
Juliana and Johanna are romanticizing her death.  They see in the portrait their own hopes for the 
long-dead Mathilde’s happiness in the next life.  Given that it was not yet known that 
consumption was an infectious disease when Collett wrote her novella, she makes a valid point 
when she attributes the reason for Mathilde’s illness to her longing for her lost lover.  When 
Collett wrote this passage, she possibly was herself enthralled by the romanticism of Mathilde’s 
death, since literature had fed her this message of the beauty of young lovers’ deaths.  She is 
fighting an enemy she has internalized.  Not only had she heard Hamlet, she had also read 
Romeo and Juliet.  On December 6, 1835, seven months after she had broken off her clandestine 
correspondence with Welhaven, she wrote in her diary that she read Romeo and Juliet.  She 
comments that while most people find the deaths of the young lovers tragic, she thinks they are 
beautiful: “Enviable Julie—you found your beloved dead before you—you could drink the 
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poison from his lips” (Optegn 187).  Twelve years later, she shows that Mathilde made a self-
abnegating choice that led to both her death and Tønder’s.  Collett is becoming conscious. 
 The flowers Ophelia chooses for her garlands portray a harsh image.  Crow-flowers and 
daisies are conventionally used in garlands.  Daisies are also planted on graves, where they 
blossom in early spring.  Daisies, like flowers in general, signify death and resurrection.  But 
nettles and long purples are not conventionally used in garlands.  One of the nettles is a pretty, 
white flower, called dead nettle, and the other is a stinging plant that causes pain.  Both have 
heart-shaped, jagged leaves.  Of the two varieties of “long purple,” neither is suitable for a 
garland.  The Orchis variety has an unpleasant odor; the Arum variety resembles an engorged 
phallus.  Or, as the queen also says, dead-men’s fingers.   
Ophelia has selected flowers associated with youth and spring for her garlands, but 
intertwined them with symbols of sex, pain, and death.  She was to be Hamlet’s queen, but 
instead, she wears a crown of weeds.  Shakespeare’s tale of Ophelia’s insanity, death, and burial 
is not beautiful.  This is a brutal death.  She is saved from a suicide’s burial in unconsecrated soil 
only after her dead body is examined and she is found to have died a virgin.  Gossip says that 
Tønder has shot himself, but the clergman’s letter, affirming that his death was accidental, saves 
him, too, from a suicide’s burial.  Collett, like Shakespeare, gives the victim of treachery a 
portion of mercy after death.   
 At the end of the play, the Royal House of Denmark is no more.  Hamlet fears for his 
honor.  He asks Horatio to make known the truth of the events that destroyed his family.  Hamlet 
believes the story will justify his own acts.  But through the Ambassadors from England, 
Shakespeare reminds the audience that Hamlet may not always have acted honorably.  Afraid to 
kill Claudius, he first fights his battles by feigning madness and by raping women with words, 
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and then forges an execution order.  What the words “virtue” and “honor” truly mean is 
unresolved.  
As “Kongsgaard” ends, the dying Juliana is the only living witness to the dishonor 
Konrad brought upon her family by forging the letter.  She tells Johanna that she will be the only 
person who will hear the truth.  Otherwise, Juliana would have taken what she knows to the 
grave.  She tells about the deceit that brought about the demise of her family: “I have drained the 
bitter drink to the dregs,” she tells Johanna.  Juliana has survived, but Konrad has poisoned her 
life as surely as those who drank Claudius’s potion in Hamlet died.  Despite this, she is intent on 
preserving the pretense of honor still associated with the Von S... family name by keeping her 
brother’s treachery a secret. 
Collett represents the simmering conflict between Norwegians and their Danish overlords 
in her account of the hatred that grows between Konrad and Tønder:  
Konrad was with heart and soul an aristocrat, unbending, unrelenting in his 
principles...  Tønder, on the other hand, incited him by the bold manner with 
which he pitted his own opinions against his.  The secret, democratic movement 
that preceded the great division we have since experienced already influenced 
him.  They waged an unremitting clandestine war.  
Shakespeare was writing in a sexually more liberal time than Collett.  In addition, he was a man 
with an established reputation as a playwright, which allowed him to speak more freely than 
most.  By drawing a parallel between the behavior of the characters in Hamlet and 
“Kongsgaard,” Collett could let Shakespeare’s words express human interactions in a way that 
she would not dare.  Moreover, with her intertextual references to Hamlet, Collett drew a parallel 
between the self-abnegations of the women in both plays.  Her feminist view of Gertrude and 
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Ophelia anticipated the later feminist readings that have appeared in modern Shakespeare 
criticism.  
 In “Kongsgaard” and Hamlet, men’s activities are the catalyst of destruction.  Women 
become pawns and die because of men’s private struggles for power.  However, Hamlet is not 
primarily a play about women’s suffering or the fall of a kingdom; these are merely the 
consequences of the failure of men to use power wisely.  Treacherous acts by those who hunger 
for power cause the destruction of dynasties by their own members.  Thus, corruption at the 
individual level can eventually lead to the fall of governments.    
 “Kongsgaard” is not a retelling of Hamlet; rather Camilla Collett uses themes from the 
tragedy for her own purposes.  Konrad, as a representative of corrupt Danish aristocracy, resorts 
to devious means to defeat his enemy, but he is on the wrong side of history.  The women in his 
family, on the other hand, are not.  Collett shows that when they let their hearts decide, as she 
describes women’s judgment in other works, women make the correct choices.  Konrad’s forged 
letter forces the women’s capitulation and destroys his family.   
 Collett ties the oppression of women to the oppression of Norway.  At the time she wrote 
“Kongsgaard,” Norway had gained a measure of self-governance, but the men excluded the 
women from participation in the debates about the design and future of the country.  Norwegian 
women still were not free to make the most basic choices about their own lives.  At the personal 
level “Kongsgaard” is a romantic story with a tragic outcome that warns young women to trust 
their own judgment when they make decisions about their futures.  By means of her direct 
references to Denmark’s loss of Norway in 1814, and her indirect references to Hamlet, Camilla 
Collett argues that as long as Norwegian men subjugate women, Norway will not become a true 
democracy.   
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CHAPTER 4 
From 
I DE LANGE NÆTTER  
(IN THE LONG NIGHTS) 
(1862) 
* * *  
Excerpts From 
“Tilegnelse” 
(“Dedication”) 
4.1 Translation 
 To you, the sleepless, I come now in the quiet of the night.  To you I will speak, only you 
can truly understand me.  After I wish everyone else good night and pleasant dreams—I mean 
that sincerely, although they don’t need it—I will climb slowly up to your bed and sit by your 
side.  Then I will tell you something, dull or entertaining, whatever comes up.  It will shorten the 
long hours for us. 
... 
 Oh, how I already cherish you as the finest, most grateful audience I’ve ever had!  It 
takes much more to entertain an audience during waking hours.  It takes something special to 
satisfy the discerning, that audience that is sleeping now.  Thus, I’ve never managed to satisfy it 
when I’ve told a story.  If I talked about something that I had truly experienced, people 
complained that it was fictional or exaggerated.  On the other hand, when I’d racked my brains to 
make something up, then they declared that it was true, all too true.  Indeed, they recognized 
every single person.  No, it’s better after all, then, to keep to the truth!  No one’s life is so poor, 
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so lacking in events, that he can’t find something worth telling about; at least for the kind of 
listeners I have chosen, those who can’t sleep.  Only, you have to promise me something.  Yes, 
you must take my hand and promise: That you will forgive me for speaking in the first person 
singular, and for becoming a kind of main character in my own memoir.  You see, many 
complain, I don’t know on what grounds, that people talk about themselves too much in their 
autobiographies and memoirs: “Here was a perfect occasion to be reticent and self-effacing.  
Instead, look at what they do!  They all give themselves prominent places in their own memoirs.”  
It is true, reticence is a valuable, noble and becoming virtue, if only it wasn’t so annoyingly 
difficult to define.  What one person calls reticence, another will not agree with at all, but might 
call artifice.  Then again, because some, without having any say in it, have been born a few 
levels above their fellow human beings, they acquire a reputation for acting superior and looking 
down at everyone.  Thus, this chameleon-like quality changes simply according to what position 
we hold in our relations with others. 
... 
 So, my uncomplaining friends and fellow sufferers, do not misjudge me.  Remember that 
I have lived too little in the valleys and too long on life’s jagged, desolate peaks called 
loneliness.  Oh, my soul has drunk too long and too deeply from the icy currents that surge amid 
the glaciers of silence and sorrow, in the very years when it most passionately yearned for the 
light of the sun.  Thus, what I tell will be sad and forlorn, because it is lonely. 
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* * * 
“Den Første og den Sidste Natt” 
(“The First and the Last Night”) 
 We have now talked about so much.  Just like old comrades in arms who get together to 
reminisce, we have pointed to many of life’s marks and scars, we have told about the pain they 
have caused us and attempted to explain them away.  Yet, Comrades!  Strangely enough we have 
never touched on one, where and how they came to be made.  
 Where is the location of the saddest boundary point in your lives, that you call your first 
sleepless night?  How was that day, that went before that night, when sleep fled your eyes for the 
first time?  Or maybe you counted to ten – one hundred – one thousand on those days that were 
filled with the infinitesimal irritations that taunt the nerves until at last they rebel and decide to 
keep watch all night? 
 Friends!  I, too, have known such days, but it’s not those I mean.  It is the kind of day in 
our lives that openly attacks us with a bludgeon of an event that leaves us prostrated on the spot 
where we stood carefree and unsuspecting—devastated and numb with fear.  That day, which 
was followed by our first wide-awake night.   
I have experienced two such nights in my life.  The one was a somber winter night.  A 
number of people sat around a bed, hour after hour.  They did not speak, they did not move.  
They appeared only to listen breathlessly to a fainter and fainter breath.  The clock ticked loudly, 
with increasingly quicker beats.  And their faces were as white as the clock face, and their rigid 
expressions directed everyone with a terrifying unity to the same point, the inexorable, horrific 
gone1
                                                 
1 Camilla Collett is referring to the death of her husband Jonas on December 18,1851.  He died of pneumonia at age 
thirty-eight. 
.  And despite this, one among them would not believe it and would spend the entire night 
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brooding over it, wondering if it was true, and this one—you know who it was!  Two alone on an 
island in the vast, desolate ocean—one is left behind; how can she ever comprehend it? 
 Alas, during the long, long tormented nights that follow such a night, she learns to 
comprehend that it is true; comprehend that something so terrible can happen to someone, that 
there can be two on a far away island and one can be left alone. 
 The other night, or more correctly the first, the very first—although it was long, very 
long, ago, so long that I feel that it is something that took place in a different world, in another 
era.  This—or better said—that day, which went before that night, I experienced under very 
different circumstances.  One evening in the beginning of June, heavenly mild, and full of 
beautiful scents, life and light, I sat on a bench in the garden under the great apple tree.  The 
entire path was dotted white with its petals, and I sat in deep thought.  I was thinking about a 
miracle that lay before me, that this year all of the Poet’s Daffodils2
                                                 
2 The Poet’s Daffodil (Narcissus poeticus) is associated with Narcissus of Greek mythology. 
 were healthy, not one of 
them was diseased, while last year almost all of them were.  Then I thought, I wonder if the 
Silver Birch over by the wall has always been so magnificent and grand?  Next to the old, 
crooked aspen, it looks like a king.  Has it always risen so majestically up in the air, 
astonishingly elastic as it rises and then bends with gracious condescension?  What a noble tree, 
what a crown.  How elegantly it lets its shining coat wave, and in a thousand painterly folds, 
flutter around its foot.  It is splendid, that birch!  I am proud that it stands in our yard.  The sun 
feels the same way, too; it doesn’t look at the other trees at all; but to the birch, it sends a 
lingering, glowing gaze of farewell.  The little bird feels the same way, too, as it perches on its 
top and sings.  Occasionally it breaks out in such a delightful, ringing rhythm that I am amazed 
that such a sound can come from that little throat; but suddenly it falls into lingering, warbling 
tones, so forlornly unsettled, as if it aware of something sorrowful.  And it doesn’t help that the 
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grasshoppers down in the meadow screech-scratch in unison and the bees buzz and buzz.  Pure 
imagination, the gooseberry flowers are especially pretty this year, buzz-buzz, nothing is 
sorrowful; this year we will have Poet’s Daffodils, buzz-buzz-buzz.  The little bird sitting up in 
the birch is singing even more forlornly, even more mournfully, it knows better: there is 
something sorrowful.  And my soul was like one of the buds, so full, so ready to bloom, but not 
impatient, nice and quiet like these, waiting until the rain comes.  Yes, my soul was rich and full 
then; it was heavy with hope and all the sweetness of life.   
 Then a letter arrived3
.................................................................................................... 
, it was even rose-colored, as was the fashion in stationery back 
then.  When I had read it and it had slid down onto the sand, it looked so innocent, as if it were a 
petal that had fallen off the trees with the other flower petals.  Although it had been weighty 
enough, that little petal, to crush a hope for this life.                      .......................................... 
.................................................................................................................................................... 
In that hour, a bond broke between nature and me that never would heal, and I did not love it as 
before.   
 Once later, I revisited that place.  The great birch by the wall was gone.  It had been 
chopped down to give adequate light and sun to the meadow below, where the sexton was 
allowed to cut the grass.  The aspen tree, however, still stood there, but its branches were even 
more knobby and misshapen.  “That bent old frame,” said the sexton, whom I had just 
encountered in the flesh as he was sharpening his scythe, “can stay there.  It does no harm.”  I 
could make no argument against that logic.  I simply cast a painful glance at the empty space and 
rushed away. 
                                                 
3 The letter, dated May 9, 1851, was from the poet Johan Sebastian Welhaven (A. Collett, Camilla Colletts Livs 
Historie: Belyst ved hendes Breve og Dagbøger 51). 
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 Yet another time—it was after many years had passed—I walked once again through that 
garden.  Then it was quite changed.  Gone was the birch where the little bird had sung a hymn of 
death for a heart, but the sexton’s meadow, where it had fallen, no longer existed either.  Gone 
was the apple tree under which I had sat that spring-like hour, that hour that ended my youth’s 
brief dawning after a night of magic and awakened me to the long, weary day.  The bed of Poet’s 
Daffodils was gone, too.  Looking around, there was nothing to see but some mole burrows, 
where identical, colossal molehills stuck up from tall clumps of grass.  Yet by the wall, the old 
aspen still stood; faithfully with arms crossed it appeared to be scornfully surveying the 
destruction, as if it wanted to say: “Ha, ha!  I do no harm, ha ha!” 
 Night is coming to an end.  Outside it is clear and cold.  The morning moon has risen; I 
heard the first rooster long ago.  There we have our neighbor, too!  A calm and collected, 
haughty crowing that is always followed by an impetuous, irritated, youthful call from a bit 
higher up.  Then come two farther away like distant shouts of watchmen.  How remarkably 
regular these cockcrows repeat themselves!  The rooster’s clocks are much more punctual than 
ours are. 
 We have spoken so much about our suffering, friends!  May I now, before we go our 
separate ways, also give you a piece of advice, practical advice!  But if I knew something that 
worked, then I wouldn’t be sitting here.  Indeed, I believe that I have tried nearly everything.  
Although, you never know.  People say that cures for sleeplessness work very individually.  First 
comes everything that has helped or not helped to fall asleep.  At the top of the list is tea, the 
cruel, infamous tea.  Yet, I don’t know what I should say about it.  It doesn’t matter whether I 
drink tea or banish the kettle, the essential generator of the homey evening atmosphere, and have 
porridge instead—preferably with thin milk.  I got my last piece of advice from an old 
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acquaintance and friend who is the treasurer of one of the pension funds here in town.  He was of 
the opinion that oyster pies were not to be recommended, however, he had suggested with luck to 
a number of people in my situation that they drink beer and milk soup in the evening.  I have 
drunk beer and milk soup, milk, beer, everything that tastes bad; I have gone to bed and have 
paced the floor without going to bed.  I have counted to one hundred, yes, even to one thousand.  
I have marched, exercised, conversed, all according to the most promising nutritional theories, 
and finally tried a cure I once received from a very amiable woman named Johanna Louisa. 
 Johanna Louisa’s cure was to pretend that you are standing on the edge of a deep, muddy 
canal.  You should visualize four white horses marching along this canal in single file at the 
same pace.  Splash, splash, splash, splash!  They come and go, always the same horses, as 
regular as when one turns the cylinder on a child’s toy.  I let the horses parade by, and it went 
well a couple of times; but then I couldn’t make them march properly, they did caprioles to the 
right and to the left, and in my struggles to keep them in line, I only became more awake. 
 Now I have no more cures to suggest, unless it would be the advice that you gave me.  
Perhaps you think that I have forgotten it!  No, I haven’t forgotten. 
 Watch ye and pray, it is written – watch ye and pray, lest ye enter into temptation.4
 Yes, let us watch and pray, pray that we are not tempted to object and lose patience 
during the long night and the weary day.  Let us keep watch with joy, so that we can pray.  Let us 
pray that we can keep watch in the right way when slumber finally comes, that slumber that will 
end life’s long, anguished, somber night. 
   
  
                                                 
4 The Bible “Mark 14:38”  
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4.2 Notes on Translations 
of 
“Tilgenelse”  
(“Dedication”) 
and 
“Den Første og den Sidste Natt” 
 (“The First and the Last Night”) 
Reveal and Withhold 
 My challenge in translating “Den Første og den Sidste Natt” is the same as Collett’s 
challenge in writing it.  How much should she reveal and how should she withhold?  People who 
read this translation in English 150 years or more after she wrote will have little or no knowledge 
of Camilla Collett and her life.  To compensate for this, I have translated excerpts from the 
book’s Tilegnelse “Dedication” that illuminate her role as a storyteller, her audiences, and her 
journey through life.  In addition, I have used footnotes to supply the names of the two men 
Collett loved and lost, the dates the incidents occurred, and other supplementary information that 
she omitted, so that I leave the diction of the original undisturbed.  My goal has been to convey 
into English, yet leave intact, Collett’s desolate and lyrical expressions of loss. 
Death 
 When Collett describes the death of her husband,—det ubønhørlige, forfærdelige Forbi 
“the inexorable, horrific gone”—she uses and italicizes Forbi, a euphemism for “dead,” and a 
word that also means “finished,” “over,” “at an end” or “gone.”  I translate Forbi as gone and 
add an explanatory footnote, so that when an English reader reads the text, she will understand 
what is taking place.  Since “gone” is an equivalent English euphemism, I preserve the quality of 
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Collett’s indirectness in the text, despite adding a footnote to explain the circumstances that a 
Norwegian reader of the time would have surmised.   
Alone 
 To eneste paa en Ø midt i det store, øde Hav; -- den ene bliver igjen; hvorledes kan man 
ogsaa fatte det?  “Two alone on an island in the vast, desolate ocean—one is left behind; how 
can she ever comprehend it?”  Two and one intermingle in the text, then one (ene) is left alone.  
In Collett’s expression of unity and isolation in the numbers “two” and “one,” the Norwegian 
third person pronoun “man” intrudes in the next clause.  “Man” introduces a translation 
problem.  It is the equivalent to the now outmoded use of “man” as a gender-neutral term in 
English, meaning “a person.”  It is usually translated into English as “one,” meaning an 
unidentified individual.  Here, however, “one” would break the interplay between the numbers 
“one” and “two.”  Another possibility, “I,” would break the emotional distancing.  Since the 
person who is left behind is female, here and in the next paragraph, I translate the Norwegian 
third person pronoun “man” as “she.”  This preserves Collett’s emotional privacy and still allows 
others—not only women—to see their own grief in her words.  Although I lose the universality 
of the neuter gender, it is perhaps appropriate in this instance, since the social reality of 
widowhood Collett indirectly refers to is feminine.  While widowed men, as a rule, quickly 
remarried, the consequences for women left without a provider or an inheritance were dire.  This 
justifies my use of “she,” since a widowed woman risked a more dramatic fall in status and 
income than a man who lost his mate.  At the moment of Jonas Collett’s death, life changed for 
his wife; emotionally, socially, and economically, her journey through life took a darker, lonelier 
path. 
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Onomatopoeia 
 Onomatopoeia can have different associations in different languages.  “Chirp-chirp,” the 
most common rendition of the sound a grasshopper makes in English, has a cheerful association.  
The grasshoppers’ stridulation produces high-pitched sounds that can sound shrill, grating, or 
chirping to the human ear.  Collett’s invented sound of the grasshopper, snik, snak, is associated 
with the word snikksnakk “claptrap.”  In this instance the sounds are nature’s warnings and are 
grating.  To replicate the alliteration and vowel switch of “snikk-snakk,” along with a high-
pitched grating sound, I combined the words “screech-scratch.”  Both of these words are 
associated with sensory irritation.  The phrase “Snik, snak” is also an untranslatable aural echo of 
“snipp, snapp, snute, så er eventyret ute”, which is used to signal the end of a fairy tale, just as 
“they lived happily ever after” ends an English fairy tale.  The word “eventyr” means “fairy 
tale” or “adventure,” but “ute” simply means “finished.”  Thus, “så er eventyret ute” means the 
fairy tale is finished.  There is no promise of a happy ever after. 
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4.3 Mourning Loss of Hope 
in 
“Den Første og den Sidste Natt” 
(“The First and the Last Night”) 
 
 “Den Første og den Sidste Natt,” first published in 1862 and translated here as “The First 
and the Last Night,” is the closing chapter in Camilla Collett’s memoir I de Lange Nætter (In the 
Long Nights).  Her account begins with a history of her family before her birth, and then moves 
to her own memories of the places she loved, family members, friends, and others who had a 
positive influence on her childhood and youth.  All of these people, who were so important to 
her, were already long dead when she wrote this account.  Most of what we know about her early 
life, which I have discussed in Chapter One, derives from this text.  She writes and publishes 
these personal memories so that her sons will learn about members of their maternal family who 
died before they could get to know them.  She is also writing to preserve and defend the 
Wergeland family’s reputation.  Both her father Nicolai and her brother Henrik had been 
controversial public figures during their lifetimes, and they had been the targets of unfair 
criticism from their political enemies.  Her work begins with happy memories and encomia to 
those who positively influenced her upbringing.  Gradually, a mood of loss and loneliness 
pervades her mixture of eulogies, epistles, essays, and short stories.  In the final piece, “Den 
Første og den Sidste Natt,” she tells how she lost the two men she loved, the poet Welhaven and 
her husband, Jonas, but she does not name them.  There is a sense of finality in the title, 
suggesting that she no longer is willing to gamble her heart.  
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 This memoir is the most intimate and personal of Collett’s writings, yet she maintains a 
distance between the events and her expression of her innermost emotions.  She describes the 
two most devastating losses of her life in prose that borders on poetry.  First Collett constructs a 
poem in free verse within the frame of a storyteller’s oral narrative.  In two compact paragraphs, 
she creates tension by means of a tight interweaving and unity of words that builds towards the 
climactic moment of death.  In its aftermath, the reader shares the experience of utter loss and 
isolation.  Collett universalizes her grief, yet conceals its circumstances.   
 Her second description of loss is in a style that suggests a romantic poem.  The subject, 
who speaks in the first person singular, situates herself in the center of an idyllic prospect.  In the 
style of Romanticism’s lyric poetry, she is in a natural setting that is in tune with her emotions.  
By means of her descriptions of nature, the mood changes from anticipation to dread.  When a 
letter is opened, the moment—Wordsworth’s “spot in time,”—that she anticipates will lift her up 
when she recalls it, instead will resonate in her memory as the moment she lost a hope for a 
lifetime.  In the immediate aftermath of the moment when a memory is made, Collett’s 
expression deviates from a romantic poet’s description of his emotions that normally follows.  
Rather, she is silent, expressing loss beyond words.  In Wordsworth’s The Prelude 
(bartleby.com/101), the flowers express the “bliss of solitude.”  In Collett’s memoir, a flower 
called the Poet’s Daffodil will come to symbolize her memory of the poet who betrayed her and 
the anguish of isolation.   
 Throughout  I de Lange Nætter, there is a reluctance to reveal, yet a desire to disclose.  
Collett first signals her internal conflict when she retains her anonymity on the title page, while 
she names family members and gives very specific information about their lives.  Much remains 
veiled in the interplay between events that take place and the personal emotions they evoke.  
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Indeed, she apologizes in advance in the book’s dedication for speaking about her own 
experiences in the first person singular.   
 Collett discusses the reasons for formally retaining her anonymity in a section of  I de 
Lange Nætter titled “En Brevveksling” “A Correspondence,” where she and a male author 
discuss the question of writing under one’s own name.  She believes that by writing 
anonymously, she transcends the merely personal and speaks not only for herself, but for all 
women who are affected by the conditions of the times.  Yet, in reality, she soon realized that her 
anonymity was only an illusion, so long as she lived in a place where others knew her.  Still, if 
she did not publish under her own name, others could not legally refer to her by name in their 
own critical responses to her writing.  As always, Collett forms her argument from a woman’s 
point of view.  She maintains that while her male correspondent might gain fame from revealing 
his name, a female writer would not.  The instant she gave up her anonymity, she would lose her 
freedom and her right to privacy.  Not only her writings, but also everything else about her 
would be subject to public scrutiny.   
 In the section of the book titled“Den Første og den Sidste Natt,” Collett avoids naming 
persons, places, and even events. The garden could be anywhere; the death could be anyone’s; 
the letter could refer to any kind of loss.  Rather, she draws upon imagery from both realism and 
romanticism to reveal, yet still partially shroud, the two hope-shattering events that left her 
unable to sleep and altered the course of her life.  She focuses on how the events affected her 
own emotional state, and many readers consider these expressions of loss to be among the most 
beautiful and moving in Norwegian literature.  Collett is aware that her reputation will live on 
after her death, and that more details and the names of the other individuals involved eventually 
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will be made known.  Because of this, Collett makes the important, although painful, decision to 
make known in her own words details about her personal life while she is still living.  
Criticism 
 Writing in 1894, Lorentz Dietrichson points out the historical value of Camilla Collett’s 
personal descriptions of her father and brother Henrik, men who were important figures in the 
formation of Norway.  He also comments on the insight that the memoir gives into how Collett’s 
own character was formed by growing up in the shadow of powerful men who never hesitated to 
fight for their causes.  He believes that this early experience is the source of her remarkable 
mixture of feminine reticence and feminine power.  He sees this power as leading her to take up 
the cause of women (Dietrichson 13).   
 Ellisiv Steen, writing in 1954, highly praises Collett’s outstanding prose.  She describes I 
de Lange Nætter as a work of flowing, poetic inspiration where artistic expression unites with 
superb use of language.  Themes play over a wide register of feelings and moods from the 
deepest pathos to the lightest humor, interspersed with finely-tuned irony.  Moreover, Collett’s 
detailed description of her family life is, according to Steen, an invaluable cultural and historical 
account (Strid 83-85). The literary historians Francis Bull (1959) and Ingar Hauge (1974) echo 
Steen’s assessment.  Bull praises the book as one of the finest in the Norwegian canon, and the 
memoir, “Den Første og den Sidste Natt,” as Collett’s most beautiful prose (Bull 97).  Hauge 
(1974) focuses on the work’s mournful tenor of suffering and sorrow and finds it frustrating that 
Collett does not share her most intimate feelings with her readers (Hauge 380-382). 
 Torill Steinfeld (1988) addresses the theme of the modern individual seeking identity.  
She proposes that Collett’s psychological landscape in the second half of her life, after she was 
widowed, forms a hidden layer in this work.  Collett, seeking the reason for her loneliness, finds 
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it in the two central episodes in “Den Første og den Sidste Natt.”  As a young girl in the garden, 
she loses her belief in herself as part of the natural world.  Later, when she is widowed, she is 
cast out of the family and left to fend for herself.  Collett represents the modern person’s 
isolation (Gjør 80). 
 Expanding on Steinfeld’s ideas, Per Thomas Anderson (2001) states that Collett portrays 
herself and her readers as marginalized when she introduces them as “the sleepless.”  Her 
memoir then shows Collett’s passage from family and home to an isolated, wandering life, where 
her anchors become her writing and her feminist engagement (Andersen 219-220).   
 Stein Gimnes in Sjølvbiografier: Skrift, fiksjon og liv “Autobiographies: Confession, 
fiction and life” (1998), points out that fiction competes with biography as Collett’s tells the 
story of her life.  He ascribes her reluctance to place herself in the center to the values of the time 
that demanded Christian acceptance of one’s place in life—especially by women.  On the other 
hand, he detects that Collett, by means of an ironic undertone, mocks the concept of feminine 
resignation.  He points out the fairy tale structure of her memoir calls to mind A Thousand and 
One Nights.  Unlike Scheherazade’s triumph at the end, however, Collett’s final tale,“Den 
Første og den Sidste Natt,” speaks of deprivation.  Strikingly, according to Gimnes, her husband 
appears only as absence and loss.  The allegory of the garden and the metaphor of nature lead to 
her break with nature’s cyclical time of loss and restoration.  From the time she drops the letter, 
her life follows linear time towards ever-deepening emotional isolation.  Gimnes describes 
Collett’s account of her life as a dark tale that that mocks the classic fairy tale’s “happy ever 
after.”  
 In my own discussion of Collett’s memoir, I focus on how she capitalizes on the silence 
that society imposes on women.  By means of her silences and gaps as she describes the death of 
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Jonas and her earlier loss of hope, she lets readers fill in the overwhelming emotions that she 
cannot express.  While she describes her life from the time the letter drops as a trajectory towards 
darkness, she also finds her authorial voice.  The Poet’s Narcissus in her garden refers to 
Welhaven and the myth of Narcissus and Echo.  After Narcissus’s rejection, Echo becomes 
invisible, but gains speech.  In my discussion, I show how Collett deftly blends silence and 
speech to take revenge on Welhaven and the social codes that silence women.    
Reversal  
 Camilla Collett begins the story of her adult life in the literary present, as she sits by a 
bedside in the darkness of night sharing her saddest memories with fellow sufferers who cannot 
sleep.  She reverses linear time when she writes about the two cataclysmic events that have left 
permanent scars on her psyche.  Eleven years earlier, she sat in another room on a “somber 
winter night,” witnessing time move towards the moment of death.  Then she goes much farther 
back in time to a summer evening.  She is sitting on a bench under an apple tree.  Just as the sun 
dips below the horizon, she opens the letter that destroys her dreams and permanently shadows 
her emotions, which a moment before had been full of “life and light.”  From that evening, her 
life becomes a journey from light to dark, from day to night, and from the open air to an enclosed 
room.  The two events that darken her life take place while she is sitting motionless and still.  
Sitting in silence signifies her powerlessness.  Later, as she discloses, while still obscuring, the 
most painful events in her life to her sleepless audience, she is still sitting in the dark.  However, 
she is no longer silent.   
 Collett writes about the last episode first, eleven years after the winter day when it took 
place.  The date is December 18, 1851.  The darkness of night falls early.  The mood is somber.  
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In a single paragraph, in simple, declarative sentences that overlap with repetition, she describes 
a room with people sitting around a bed:  
A number of people sat around a bed, hour after hour.  They did not speak; they 
did not move.  They appeared only to listen breathlessly to a fainter and fainter 
breath.  
Collett explains what is happening in the room as a continuum of links and reversals.  Life forces 
have left the living, and the word “breath” links them to the dying person.  The faces of those 
sitting around the bed are as white as the face of the clock, which seems to tick ever louder and 
quicker as the other sound in the room— the breath— slows and weakens.  The white faces, the 
muteness, and the immobility of the onlookers signify that, at the moment of death, something 
dies in everyone in the room.  Yet Collett never directly reveals what has happened; she never 
tells her readers that her husband died that night.   
   
Fig. 4: Ved Dødssengen/By the Death Bed by Edvard Munch, 1895 
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 Death of young people was all too prevalent in the nineteenth century.  In this pastel from 
the late 1890s, Edvard Munch depicts the death of his sister Sophie.  Like Collett’s, Munch’s 
focus is on the faces of those who are present at the bedside of the dying.  Otherwise, the room is 
bare, except for the corner of the bed.  He neither shows nor names the person lying there.  
Collett speaks of the movement of the clock and the breath of the dying person.  Munch shows 
movement in the shaking hands of the old man who is praying, and lets it resonate on the wall 
behind.  In simple strokes of ink and pastels, Collett and Munch express unadorned bereavement.   
 The loss of her husband is a peripeteia, a sudden and cataclysmic reversal in Camilla 
Collett’s life.  The night he dies, she cannot sleep:  
Two alone on an island in the vast, desolate ocean—one is left behind; how can 
she ever comprehend it?   
Collett gives few concrete details about the night her husband died.  Her stark, simple words 
create a sense of inconceivable isolation.  In this unembellished, realistic representation, she 
expresses how his death is a personal tragedy that leaves her utterly alone.  She also creates an 
emotional distance between herself and her readers.  She places the two of them alone on an 
island in a vast ocean, far away from others.  She speaks of herself in the third person singular, as 
if she is an observer, standing outside of herself.  Her description is sparse, as if her 
overwhelming grief is beyond language.  This leaves a space open for those who read her words 
to fill in the void, to remember their own dark nights.  Thus, she universalizes her experience.   
Nature and Romantic Expression   
Collett’s ascetic account of a death that leaves her soul stripped bare sets the scene for her 
description of the death of love that follows.  She has already caught her readers up in the mood 
of loss before she recounts the very first tragedy, so that they will better understand how the 
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destruction of a young woman’s hopes causes the death of her spirit.  Time moves backwards, 
darkness changes to light, and the winter’s barrenness gives way to summer’s lushness. 
One evening in the beginning of June, heavenly mild and full of beautiful scents, 
life, and light!  
Looking back, Collett, who is approaching fifty when she writes this piece, feels as if the event 
had taken place in another era.  Adopting the style of Romantic writers, she uses the first person 
singular jeg “I,” inviting the reader to share the intimate scene with her.  She also calls upon 
nature in blossom to express her feelings on that long-past evening.  Plants and trees in the 
garden play symbolic roles in the life-changing experience she describes: 
I sat on a bench in the garden under the great apple tree.  The entire path was 
dotted white with its petals, and I sat in deep thought.  I was thinking about a 
miracle that lay before me, that this year all of the Poet’s Daffodils were healthy, 
not one of them was diseased as they had been last year.    
The young Camilla Wergeland is sitting in a garden setting like those found in the romantic 
novels that she and other young women of the time read—novels that feed their dreams of true 
love.  She has set the stage for a moment she has been waiting for, ever since she met and 
instantly fell in love with modern Norway’s first great poet.  She is sitting under the apple tree, 
and the tree is blooming with its promise of fecundity; but the apple is also a symbol of the loss 
of innocence.  She admires the vigor of the Poet’s Daffodils, which she associates with Johan 
Sebastian Welhaven, the poet she loves; but the daffodils are related to mythology’s Narcissus, 
too. As she admires the Silver Birch, the sun sends “a lingering, glowing gaze of farewell,” thus 
introducing a transition in Camilla Wergeland Collett’s life from sun to shadow. Collett, the 
mature writer, clearly remembers nature’s warnings.  She uses onomatopoeia, alliteration, and 
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repetition of words and syllables to build up tension and drive the narrative forward: A little 
bird’s song falls into lange, dirrende, dæmpede Toner “long, lingering, warbling tones,” while 
the grasshoppers whine snik, snak “screech-scratch,” and the bees brumler og brumler “buzz and 
buzz.”  The alliterations and repetitions remind the reader that she used an equivalent technique 
to build up tension to the moment of her husband’s death.  Thus, she ties the impending death of 
the dreams of her youth to the physical death of her husband, indicating that both deaths killed 
her hopes for the future. 
 Collett recalls how she had tried to ignore the reverberating sounds of the insects.  In a 
futile attempt to brush away the mood, she had observed that the gooseberry flowers were 
especially pretty, but had ignored the thorny branches that bore them.  The tension between her 
hopes and fears that long-ago day had built up to the moment she still could not forget—no 
matter how many times she had tried to write it out of her mind:  
Yes, my soul was rich and full then; it was heavy with hope and all the sweetness 
of life.  Then a letter arrived, it was even rose-colored, as was the fashion in 
stationery back then.  When I had read it, and it had slid down onto the sand, it 
looked so innocent, as if it were a petal that had fallen off the trees with the other 
flower petals.  Although it had been weighty enough, that little petal, to crush a 
hope for this life.................................................................................................... 
.............................................................................................................................. 
.................................................................................. 
Collett never tells who sent her the letter or what it said.  She first calls upon nature’s imagery of 
fecundity—hope heavy and sweet like the buds on the apple tree—that is brutally aborted—hope 
crushed in the form of a rose-colored letter mingling with fallen petals from the apple blossoms.  
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Then, words fail.  An open space between the lines of text marks the aposiopesis, a powerful 
symbol of Camilla Wergeland’s unexpressable emotion.  The letter is Welhaven’s reply to her 
declaration of affection, and she anticipates a declaration of love in return.  He held out hope, 
only to betray her.  Instead, his letter contains a cruel and callous rejection.  He also implies that 
she has compromised herself by declaring her feelings for him.  Humiliated, she sits alone, 
unable to give voice to her loss of innocence.  Her pain turns inward; instead of anger, she feels 
shame.  The evening she receives his letter, she experiences her first sleepless night.   
 Had Collett followed the rules of composition for Romantic poetry, she would continue 
with a lyrical expression of her deepest emotion at that moment in time.  Instead, whatever 
thoughts she had, she only begins to shares with her readers in the phrase “to crush a hope for a 
life....”  The silence of the aposiopesis is threefold.  It is her silence brought on by the loss of her 
romantic dreams, then her silence of shame because she spoke and was rejected, and, finally, her 
inability in the aftermath to share her innermost feelings with others.  She isolated herself at 
Eidsvold all summer, not even telling her confidante Emilie about the letter’s contents.   
After the Letter 
 The older Collett, in contrast, clearly understands that the fault was Welhaven’s.  Writing 
twenty-seven years later, she breaks her silence, but tells her story indirectly by referring to 
nature: “In that hour a bond broke between nature and me that would never heal, and I did not 
love it as before.”  She never again would look to nature to find symbols for her romantic desires 
and emotions.  Her suffering would come back to torment her every time she revisited the 
garden—either in person or in her thoughts.  Nature would be a place to find symbols of isolation 
and loss, whether in a vast ocean, a mythological forest, or a farm’s stately tree.    
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Narcissus and Echo 
 The Poet’s Daffodils, named Narcissus Poeticus in Latin, are the key to understanding 
the contents of the letter.  Collett finds a parallel to her own tragedy in the legend of Narcissus 
and Echo as told by Ovid in Metamorphoses.  The nymph Echo sees Narcissus in the forest and 
is inflamed with desire.  However, Narcissus harshly rejects her; he can love only himself.  
Scorned by his cruelty, she wanders in the woods and hides her face in shame.  Her body wastes 
away until only the sound of her voice remains (SVM 3: 453-557).  
 Like Echo, Collett has found her voice, but she is still speaking indirectly.  Perhaps the 
cultural norm that says the woman must never speak first—and her once burned experience—
still has some power over her.  She sits in the dark and tells of the shame she suffered at the 
hands of her narcissistic poet.  She is invisible, but she is sharing her stories with others whose 
memories will no longer let them sleep.  She goes on, recounting two visits she later made to the 
garden.  On the first visit, she focuses on the birch tree and the aspen tree.  Still feeling the pull 
of romanticism and finding it easier to speak by means of allusion, she uses both trees to 
symbolize her feelings in the wake of the death of her hopes.  
The Birch Tree 
 In Norwegian prehistory, the great tree located at a central place on a farm was 
customarily a birch tree (Redaksjonen for etnografiske fag).  When the farmer who had first 
cleared the land for a farm died, his descendents would bury him in a mound on the farm and 
plant a tree on top.  The generations that followed believed the mound that held their ancestor 
and the tree whose roots drew nourishment from him were sacred.  As long as no sharp 
instrument damaged the tree, those who lived on the farm believed it protected them from 
adversity (PersbråtenVgs web).  After Norway’s conversion to Christianity in 1030, the Church 
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discouraged such pagan beliefs, but this belief continued to live on in the oral legends of the rural 
people.   
 
Fig. 5: Slindrebirken/The Birch at Slindre by Thomas Fearnley, 1839 
 In the nineteenth century, as a new self-governing region, Norway had few monumental 
buildings.  Moreover, such man-made edifices represented the former Danish rule.  Norwegians 
looked instead to nature to find symbols of their ancient roots.  During Norway’s National 
Romantic Era, the artist Thomas Fearnley painted the revered and sublime landscape above.  The 
towering birch tree was still standing on a prehistoric burial mound when Fearnley sketched it.  
The painting is titled Slindrebirken, since the tree was located on the Slindre farm.  The 
monumental tree, with its roots planted deep in the soil drawing nourishment from an ancient 
culture, became a symbol of the Norwegian people’s proud heritage and their hope for the future 
of their country (PersbråtenVgs web).  
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 In 1845, Welhaven published a collection of poems titled Nyere Digte “New Poems.”  
Among them was a lyric poem about the significance of this birch as a national symbol.  Several 
lines from the poem touch upon the tree’s importance and tell that it must not be damaged: 
THE HERITAGE TREE 
By Sognefjord on Slindre Farm 
There the proudest birch is found. 
[...] 
Its bark dares no one cut or carve, 
And none dare break its twigs or crown. 
Seventeen years later, Collett draws upon the symbolism of the birch tree and the consequences 
of damaging it in her account of the destruction of her romantic garden.  She tells how several 
years later, she returns to the garden and finds that the great Silver Birch tree, the farm’s 
protector and her personal symbol of her soaring hopes, is gone.  The sexton, a new 
representation of Welhaven, has chopped it down because it shaded the meadow where he could 
grow his hay.  In the fateful letter Camilla let fall, Welhaven poetically describes in many pages 
his passionate feelings for her.  Buried in all his high-flown expressions of feelings is a statement 
of rejection:  
I soon realized that it was not simply and only the external barriers that would 
separate us, but even more a certain unfortunate similarity in our natures.  I mean 
the absolute lack of worldly discretion and intuition that is hardly accidental in 
either of us, but is surely a consequence of our innate characters.   
Bluntly stated, he could not marry her because she belonged to a family he did not respect, and 
she would not be an asset to him either socially or as a manager of his household.  She would 
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cast a shadow on his future.  Instead, he proposes a secret friendship between the two of them, 
where they can speak to each other about their unfulfilled passions.  Doing so will fill his heart 
with beautiful memories.  In rejecting Collett, Welhaven symbolically cuts down the great birch, 
the symbol of her hopes for the future.  He also betrays his own best self when he refuses to 
follow his feelings and marry her.  This is a sign of lack of character, and, on a greater scale, a 
failure to live up to Norway’s past and future generations.  
The Aspen Tree 
 The sexton points out to the distraught woman that he had let the aspen stand, because it 
“does no harm.”5
 The aspen tree is a symbol of discord.  A Norwegian folk legend recorded by F. C. 
Schüber in the 1800s tells how, when God had finished his creation, He lay down in the Garden 
of Eden to rest.  All of nature stood silently watching over Him, so that He would not be 
disturbed while sleeping.  Only the aspen could not keep its limbs still.  The noise of its shaking 
leaves disturbed the Almighty’s sleep.  He angrily rose up and declared that from that day on the 
aspen would never find rest: its leaves would shake and quiver until the world came to an end 
(Schüber 35-36).  
  She, however, sees that the aspen is knobby and misshapen.  Many years later, 
she visits the garden again.  The garden with its apple tree and Poet’s Daffodils is destroyed.  
The meadow is also gone; there is nothing to see but some mole burrows and the old aspen tree: 
“it appeared to be scornfully surveying the destruction, as if it wanted to say: ‘Ha, ha!  I do no 
harm, ha ha!’”   
 When Collett returns to the garden the second time, every trace of Welhaven is destroyed.  
The Poet’s Daffodils are gone, along with the meadow that symbolized his ambitions.  Moles 
                                                 
5 Collett’s italics. 
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have undermined the symbols of him as the great idealistic poet who sacrificed her love for his 
art; she now sees that he loved only himself.  Her shame has turned to anger.  Like the aspen 
tree, only her ugly memories remain, memories that never fall to rest—leaving her sleepless.  
 Camilla Wergeland could not openly speak about Welhaven, so she wrote instead.  By 
doing this, she began to shape her powerful literary and social voice.  Otherwise, only her 
husband, her family, her confidant Emilie, and a few other friends came to know the details of 
her first unhappy love affair.  After her death, in his biography titled Camilla Colletts Livs 
Historie “Camilla Collett’s Life Story,” published in 1911, her son, Alf Collett, told of the 
circumstances around the letter and revealed the name of its author, Johan Sebastian Welhaven.   
 In Den Unge Camilla Collett “The Young Camilla Collett,” published in 1996, Torill 
Steinfeld details Welhaven’s later attempts to forge what he called a friendship between kindred 
spirits with Camilla.  When they met on social occasions, in letters he continued to write her, and 
in poems he composed about her and published without her permission, Welhaven continued to 
express his unconsummated passion for her.  In one poem, he writes about a carnation and a lily 
that are planted in the same flowerbed, but are never able to touch.  The poem ends with their 
tears flowing together.  Welhaven signed the poem, “Farewell, my dearly beloved Camilla!”  
Steinfeld tells that these were the only words by Welhaven that made the young woman cry, 
while in her later years, she wrote in the margin of this poem: “Our tears have never ‘flowed 
together,’ oh no, those I cried alone.”  With time, Camilla finally concluded that he only wanted 
to experience the pain of unconsummated passion and to use her as his poetic muse (Den Unge 
202). 
 While Alf Collett, Torill Steinfeld, Steinar Gimnes, and others are sympathetic to Collett, 
others—all men—have defended Welhaven, claiming that he behaved like a gentleman towards 
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a young girl who had a crush on him.  Both because Collett kept Welhaven’s letters until her 
death and never recovered from his rejection of her, and because she wrote enough about him in 
the diaries, journals, and letters of her youth to fill two volumes when they were posthumously 
printed in 1928 and 1930, many have viewed her feelings for him as an obsession, rather than 
love.  In a two-page review of Breve fra ungdomsaarene “Letters from Youthful Years,” in the 
newspaper Dagbladet “Daily Paper” on November 15, 1930, Nils Collett Vogt discusses the 
relationship.  Vogt was in a position to make an informed judgment.  He was Jonas Collett’s 
great nephew and was personally acquainted with Camilla Collett and her history.  Moreover, he 
was heir to Welhaven’s title of “Norway’s lyric poet.”  Not only did he know Welhaven, he 
understood how the mind of a poet requires creative inspiration.  Collett Vogt agrees that 
Welhaven never explicitly deceived Camilla Wergeland, but states emphatically that he did lead 
her on.  He believes that Welhaven found it amusing to hold the daughter and sister of his 
archenemies in his power.  Moreover, she was of use to his poetry: 
She gave him wings.  That woman, who so painfully loved him, was unique, the 
most beautiful in the land, the most remarkable.  And regarding suffering, he 
shamelessly left that to her, who was sixty kilometers away...  There was a refined 
egotism in his treatment of the maiden of Eidsvoll Parish Farm.  He gave with one 
hand, and took with the other.   
Welhaven’s gift with words ensnared Collett, and his lyrical expressions in his letters to her 
became weapons that maimed her for life.  In “Den Første og den Sidste Natt” Collett turns 
Welhaven’s words back on him, when she uses her own words against him.  This is even more 
evident in the correspondence between them that she saved and organized for publication after 
her death.  When their letters were published in 1930, only the most faithful lovers of 
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Welhaven’s lyric poetry could continue to deny his malevolent behavior towards the young 
woman who loved him.   
 Although the poet Welhaven destroyed her youthful dreams, Collett’s authorial voice 
gained resonance because of her unhappy experience of romantic love.  This is ironic—he 
wanted to use the experience in his art, but she was forced to.  In her published writings, she 
warned young women that the idealized kind of love depicted in novels written for their 
consumption was not only false; it could lead to the destruction of their potential to become 
complete human beings.  Moreover, she would encourage all women to find their own voices 
and not be afraid to speak out against their subjugated lives.   
 Camilla Collett’s loss of her husband was profound because their marriage had given her 
so much.  Because Jonas encouraged her to develop her own ideas, Camilla Collett found her 
voice during the years they were married.  He supported her desire to write and helped her hone 
her natural talent.  After his death, she began in earnest to write for publication.  Because of her 
own difficult experiences as a widow banished to the margins of society, she began to campaign 
for better legal rights and pensions for widows.  
 In her memoir, Collett traces a progression in her life from silence and light, to darkness 
and speech.  With time, the insights she gained from her relationships with these two men, 
despite the fact that both abruptly ended with losses that left her devastated and numb with fear, 
served to inform her life’s work and the quality of her literary expression.
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CHAPTER 5 
EN UNDERSØISK DEBAT 
(AN UNDERSEA DEBATE) 
(1863) 
5.1 Translation 
 My wife stuck her head in the door: “You know I don’t like to disturb you, but I really 
must ask you to come out to the kitchen right away and take a look at something.”  
 “What is it?”  I asked a bit impatiently, absorbed as I was in an essay on swamp birds. 
 “The maid was sent to buy fish at the wharf, and she has come home with a monstrous 
sea creature!  Here, come see for yourself.” 
 This helped.  I took the trouble, of course.  No true researcher could resist bait like this.  
 Out in the kitchen, the housekeeper and all the children, the youngest in its nanny’s arms, 
already were clustered in silent wonder around the creature. 
 “It must be a kind of monkfish or wolffish that I have heard old fishermen tell tales about, 
or maybe it’s a whale fetus,” speculated my wife...  “But where did you get it, Anne?” 
 “I bought it from a man at the market, Ma’am.  He said it was a rare catch, a bream.1
 I am extremely nearsighted, so I took a closer look.  “But... it’s a pike!
  
That’s why it was so expensive.” 
2
 “I’m from Vestlandet
  A large -- a giant 
of a -- pike!  Surely you can recognize a pike!”   
3
                                                 
1 Bream is a general name for a number of fresh and saltwater fish.  It is not rare. 
,” my wife stated a bit testily.  “I am familiar with pollock, herring, 
flounder, and all the usual varieties of fish.  I have heard of pike, and I recall once tasting a dried 
2 This variety of pike, named ‘gjedde’ in Norwegian, is a freshwater fish most commonly found in the southeastern 
region of Norway that borders on Sweden.   
3 The region along the Atlantic coast of southwest Norway.  
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version.  I believed, however, that it had been imported in that condition.”    
 Her naiveté neither annoyed nor amazed me.  My wife has many excellent qualities.  You 
could say that she has a wonderful nature.  You can also say that she is very knowledgeable 
about wifely things.  Knowledgeable about nature, however, she is not.  She displays no 
inclination towards natural science whatsoever.   
 No sooner was I out the door, when a new outburst of amazement called me back.  The 
pike was cut open, and, as is often the case, an assortment of items was hidden in its belly, all in 
surprisingly well-preserved condition.  This was no new sight for me.  I had often watched the 
cook’s helper back home while she gutted pike and had been astonished over what they could 
manage to swallow.  Thus, what our maid now brought to light did not surprise me: various 
whole little fish, seaweed, grass, the stump of a rope, and, finally, a good finger-long feather that 
was shown to belong to an specimen of the Colymbus family, probably the black striped 
Colymbus arcticus4
 But Father, asked my oldest son Peter, who already went to school, “What would it do 
with all this?  It wouldn’t be able to digest so many hard objects.” 
.   
 “You can say that again, my boy!  You know what I think, children?  It must have been a 
magician doing magic tricks.  It had just swallowed all this -- to the amazement of all the many, 
many spectators -- when wham!  A fisherman pulled up his net, and the magician and all of the 
spectators were hauled into the boat.” 
 “No, not a magician!” my wife interjected, as she pointed at the feather with her knitting 
needle.  “I’ll tell you what he was—or hungered to be: a writer, a journalist!  That’s why he has a 
quill in his belly.” 
                                                 
4 Since reclassified as Gavia arctica (Black Throated Diver).  
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 My wife is from the Mandal district, and she occasionally comes up with exceptionally 
bright and witty comments.  I immediately got the point; we entertained ourselves in expanding 
upon on it and joking about it. 
 I wonder if the same thing doesn’t happen to others as happens with me.  A witty remark 
or a flight of the imagination can take hold of us; we find pleasure in experimenting with its 
possibilities and impossibilities; we play with riddles; but it doesn’t occur to us to find answers 
in any tangible objects: Reality doesn’t necessarily have anything to offer.  But, what happens!  
When we least expect it, the  answer seems to fall from the sky, we stumble over it.  What is 
lacking is supplied, and the obscure is illuminated, often in a quite amazing way.  We call it 
coincidence, but isn’t there a deeper connection?  What if events all had their Vardøger5
 My wife and I were still standing and joking about the journalist, when the maid pulled 
something mysterious in the form of a clump or a bag from the pike’s belly that she, without 
thinking, started to throw away.  Luckily, I was able to intercede.  Instead, I ordered that—after 
thorough cleaning and drying— it should be brought to the cubicle in my laboratory where I 
keep my specimens.   
— their 
guardian spirits—their Fata Morganic premonitions in our souls?  How can we explain it when 
we dream at night about people we haven’t see or thought about for days and years, then meet 
them alive and well on the street the next day? 
 It actually was a bag, which upon inspection, turned out to be made of eel skin.  It was 
closed in a manner that confirmed that the art of preservation was not our secret alone, but was 
                                                 
5 From Norse Mythology: A guardian spirit that accompanies an individual through life.  Its presence is often sensed 
by others, long before the person it belongs to appears.  After Norway was Christianized, vardøger continued to exist 
in folk tales and legends, but was mostly replaced by the Christian concept of a good or bad conscience. 
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also well known among the creatures of the sea.  The contents — four spiral shells6
 The idea instantly came to my mind that the delicate, nearly invisible shadows I 
perceived could be handwriting or printing.  With an enthusiasm, an eagerness, that is just as 
easily found in the dreamer as the scientist—though I, too, dreamed once upon a time, just like 
you, dear reader.  I dreamed of a poet with a garland of laurels on his brow, and woke up just like 
you, dear reader, as a businessman—and husband with—oh, yes, the laurels were missing.  With 
renewed enthusiasm, I began to experiment with the mysterious sheet.  After much careful effort, 
I found a combination of lenses that matched. 
 — were 
swaddled in a material that I was entirely unfamiliar with, that appeared to be pieces of what had 
once had been a whole.  Quite right!  The pieces fit into each other like four parts of a 
newspaper, and together they formed a sheet about the size of a medium poplar leaf. 
 “There is no new thing under the sun7,” I first exclaimed.  When I had calmed myself a 
bit after that outburst of joy, I confirmed with a closer look that I hadn’t been mistaken.  It was a 
printed sheet, a newspaper that upon a cursory look appeared to consist of the usual 
advertisements.  The language was by no means, as I feared, previously undiscovered, and, thus, 
inaccessible to any earthly linguist.  Rather, it was more of a mixture of idioms from all nations, 
but in such a Babel of confusion, that I doubted if I could make any sense of it.  “Alles lernt vom 
Menschen, alles drängt sich zum Menschen,”8  said a German philosopher.9
                                                 
6 I have translated the Norwegian “sneglehus,” which means both ‘snail shell’ and ‘cochlea’ (the part of the ear that 
converts vibration into sound), as ‘spiral shell’ so that the English reader will focus on the shape of the objects.  
“Hus,” when used alone, means ‘house,’ and gives an air of domesticity to the phrase.  I have preserved this mood 
by following ‘spiral shell’ with the verb ‘swaddled,’ — associated with protecting an infant.   
 To us human beings 
the silent creatures of the sea also had to turn: they had borrowed this vehicle from us for their 
own feelings, their own affairs.   
7 The Bible.  Ecclesiastices 1: 9 (King James Version) 
8 Eng.:“Everything learns from man(kind), everything strives towards man(kind).” 
9 Collett frequently wrote epigrams that she attributed to unnamed sources.  This is most likely an example. 
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 And now, I can understand how.  They are our secrets the seagulls carry with them, our 
affairs these heralds of the sea so loudly proclaim to the gaping fish.  It is our pain, our longings, 
the loon cries out in almost human intonations; the loon heard it from the wild dove, and the wild 
dove heard it from its tame cousin the dove, our hearts’ tender confidant.  The caravans of 
migratory birds that annually survey the deserts of the oceans bring knowledge of us to the 
distant seas.  Birds gossip, the wind blowing from land gossips.  Each leaf that whirls down, each 
stone thrown from a human’s hand, carries its runes down into what is for us a closed world.  
And do we not ourselves offer terrible yearly hecatombs?  Every one of the thousand ships, 
decorated with its nation’s flag, that proudly glides out of the harbor to perhaps by the third 
sundown sink with man and mouse, carries our language, our culture, our judgments and politics, 
our newspapers and our nonsense down into the watery depths.  Every type of wreck is an 
institution of learning, an academy, where the swimming youth can study in practice—
government, war, anatomy, medicine—what don’t they learn from us!  Oh, oh!  And our 
pretentiousness and formality, even our bureaucratic and commercial styles of writing, surely 
have influenced them. 
 Unfortunately, I soon would confirm the truth of my conjectures.  In less than fifteen 
minutes, I read this remarkable document that had fallen into my hands in such an unusual way.  
But it took me many hours to convert it into easily intelligible language, so that I could share it 
here. 
MINUTES FROM THE UNDERSEA PARLIAMENT  
THE FIRST DAY IN THE MONTH OF FISH.   
Item No. 1.  Hearing of the constituted committee’s resolution regarding the submission of a 
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petition to the aboveseas Society against Animal Abuse. 10
 The Lobster: This association has taken upon itself the mission of protecting the 
speechless from the misuse of the power that the planet’s privileged have usurped from them, 
and to prevent any unusual cruelty at their hands.  Its statutes explicitly state that it will protect 
all mute creatures, from which one has the right to conclude that this characteristic should qualify 
one for membership.  Yet what do these phrases mean when this association obviously excludes 
from its concern the most silent of its fellow creatures, those who are least able to protest human 
high-handedness and cruelty; when it excludes our class of sea dwellers when one of us is so 
unlucky to fall into human hands.  I call them hollow words that for me have no more weight and 
content than an edible crab
   
11 with an empty shell12
                                                 
10 The first animal rights organization, “Forening mot Mishandling av Dyr” ‘Society Against Mistreatment of 
Animals,’ was established in Norway in 1859 
.  Do we not belong to the third and fourth 
level of creation?  Don’t we go before the annoying and stinging insects that in spite of their 
actions, still enjoy the association’s protection?  What consideration, what protection do we 
enjoy?  At the same time as a so-called advocate from the association produces his high-flown 
phrases about compassion, protection, and duty; his wife might be at home calmly watching a 
full dozen of his fellow creatures be cooked alive while the kitchen maid stirs them with a red-
hot poker!  Such inconsistency, especially in human beings who never really know what they 
want, is so anomalous that it’s worth investigating the grounds for it.  Therefore, I support with 
all my being the committee’s resolution to deliver a petition of protest to the aboveseas society, 
and I encourage each and every kind of sea creature, both those who swim around and those who 
sit tight, who feels he is mistreated, to have his say and become a signatory to the petition.  
11 Cancer pagurus.  The edible crab, prized for the meat found in its body as well as in its large claws, is found in 
Northeastern Atlantic. 
12 Collett uses the word næ, which is associated with the moon on the wane to describe crabs whose bodies are 
empty of meat.  When she wrote this, there appears to have been a belief that the cycles of the moon influenced 
when crab bodies contained meat.  I use ‘empty shell’ to describe how the edible contents of the crab body disappear 
at certain times in a crab’s life cycle. 
172 
 
 The Oyster: There can hardly be a protest in this honorable assembly that I be the first to 
respond to this appeal.  Among all the rough treatment that human egotism and cruelty can inflict 
upon us sea creatures, nothing is comparable to what we must suffer.  It is unique.  Any further 
debate would only be superfluous.  
 The Eel: I find such a debate in no way superfluous.  To the contrary, I believe that 
everyone at this assembly not only wants—but also is very eager—to hear what Your 
Animalship is implying. 
 The Oyster: Mr. Eel is surely alone in his opinion, or will be.  Mr. Eel will thus excuse 
me if I stand by my unswerving conviction: not to waste another word on this.  Only, just this: Is 
Mr. Eel truly unaware that our fate is to be eaten alive? 
 The Eel: Bah, is that all?  That is a beautiful way to die!  To expire during a feast while 
the first wine is still bubbling in the glasses and the first witticisms can make the celebrators 
blush.  To be hailed with complete clarity and irrefutable cognizance as the most worthy 
sacrifice!  Indeed, that can only be a pleasure!  What do you have to say about my kin, who may 
find themselves chased by a plump kitchen maid, often with two forks speared through their 
heads, and maybe have their skins drawn off to the beat of a cheerful tune? 
 Sadly, the dispute took an unfortunate turn and developed into a scene that should not 
have taken place during our parliamentary proceedings. 
 The clam, upset by the eel’s attack on its colleague, lost control of himself and angrily 
called him lame-brained.  The eel coldly responded that he was lucky to be an eel and have a 
head, so that he could move and navigate the currents of the times.  That was more than could be 
said for those distinguished gentlemen, the oysters, the clams, the snails, and all the other 
shellfish who just sat tight on their ocean banks. 
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 All of the bankers (the abovesea word adopted as more descriptive) took this as a 
compliment and yawned, which in the undersea language of negotiation signifies approval, and 
so the dispute was settled.  A unanimous vote in favor of the resolution followed. 
 The assembly moved to the next item on the agenda. 
Item No. 2: Motion by the shrimps to be included in the aboveseas petition to the “Society 
against Animal Abuse” on another method of death.  Resolved: Postponed until the next meeting. 
Motion by the flounder on the same.  Resolved: Not granted. 
Point of order from the pike specifying that he not be wind dried.  The very thought that he might 
be exposed to that despised element embittered every moment of his life.  Resolved: Dismissed. 
Point of order from the caimans and the sharks on the reduction of activity.  There was nearly no 
more trade anymore, neither on land nor at sea, since humans in recent years had devoured each 
other with greediness that far surpassed the set quotas.  Resolved: To send up a prayer to the 
Apostles of Peace to intercede in the case. 
 Resolution from the Committee on Defense on a new defensive system, including a 
recommendation for the reorganization of the equipment designed to prevent capture in fish 
traps. 
 The sea snail gave an eloquent speech that lasted two hours, advocating an adjournment 
of the present negotiations until such time as the alleged irregularities had resulted in serious and 
recurring accidents.  In addition, the crab spoke in favor of a return to the tried and true ways.  
The blowfish’s application for a patent on one of the inventions to escape from the fish traps after 
being caught was approved by a majority of one thousand votes. 
 The application from the crab for a stipend, while on a journey in the country of a well-
known Nordic parliament, to study art and take further lessons in painting.  Passed 
174 
 
unanimously.13
MINUTES FROM THE UNDERSEA PARLIAMENT; THE THIRD DAY IN THE MONTH 
OF FISH. 
 
 In this meeting, the aforementioned Item No. 2 from the day before yesterday was taken 
up to debate. 
 The recommendation of the committee is that the shrimps should be included in the 
petition to the Abovesea Society against Animal Abuse. 
 The Ship Worm14
 All of the bankers expressed their unanimous approval by means of a collective yawn. 
: I do not see that the shrimps have the right to the same advantages as 
the bigger and stronger Crustaceans.  The shrimps’ excessive and increasing numbers make it 
very questionable, as the previous Fish Parliament all too lightly recommended, to try to procure 
them a quicker and easier manner of death.  They are already accustomed to the old way.  If they 
get a taste of something else, they will submit new requests.   
 The Eel: If the lobster’s request for another kind of death is approved, simple fairness 
says that the shrimps should enjoy the same advantage.  These smaller and weaker creatures, 
which in addition are especially sought-out by humans, are when you look closely, exact copies 
of the lobster and move according to the same law.  Except, they are missing claws, the lobster’s 
foremost weapon.  In other words, they are defenseless.  In all other civilized fish states, this has 
been a reason to protect them.  Observe that precisely the freest, most powerful, and richest 
nations take especially good care of their weak and defenseless.  
 Other members of the movement, the carp, the bream, and four members of the salmon 
family spoke out in the same spirit. 
                                                 
13 Norway has historically awarded travel grants to young artists, writers and scholars in order to expose them to 
centers of culture and knowledge.  Henrik Ibsen, for instance, received his first grant in 1863. 
14 A miniscule mollusk that causes great damage to wooden ships and piers in salt water.    
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 The Clam: This all sounds nice enough, but it doesn’t hold water.  In particular, the most 
prominent democratically elected parliaments have acted according to the opposite point of view.  
I only need to point to the so appropriately named Debate on Pensions for Widows  that just took 
place above water, but the news of which has already sunk down to us.  Our shrimp question is 
in all significant points, equivalent to this.   
 The Ship Worm: May I humbly suggest that I deserve credit for being the first to bring 
intelligence on this matter down to our nation?  I was working on a sloop in Mandal when I 
overheard two skippers who were sitting inside.  They were talking about this debate, and, with 
understandable pride, the victory they had won. 
 The Bream: This infamous debate has made such an impression on me, that I am inclined 
to advise against our entire mission.  What can we expect of people who treat each other so 
cruelly that it is almost worse than they treat animals.  They weigh us by the pound on their 
scales and machines, but are we the only beings they treat this way?  What do their unlucky 
lottery players have to say, when at the cost of their reputation, they can win a couple of hundred 
dollars?  In taking a chance, they expose themselves to having their fellow citizens weigh their 
virtues and vices on the scales of moralilty and find them not up to standard.  The worst of the 
matter is, the more they wager, the less they win.  People organize societies to protect starving 
cattle,15
 The Oyster: Widows and worn-out civil servants can in no way be compared with 
healthy, thriving cattle in fine form.  They are equivalent to each other as crustaceans in the new 
and full moon to crustaceans when the moon wanes.  The first ones you pay for, the last ones a 
 but what do they do for their widows and worn-out civil servants?   
                                                 
15 During the long, harsh Norwegian winters, livestock had to be kept inside and fed with fodder that had been 
harvested in the autumn.  Animals often were fed a starvation diet in order to stretch the feed for as long—and for as 
many—as possible.  In the spring, cattle could be so weak that they had to be carried out from the barn to eat the 
newly sprouted grass.  One of the initial goals of Norway’s “Forening mot Mishandling av Dyr” was to put an end to 
this inhumane practice.       
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sensible and prudent buyer weighs with his hand and says: This kind, my good man, you throw 
in with the bargain. 
 The Clam: I am of the same opinion.  It would set a bad example.  If we give a little to 
some of them, then we’ll soon have to pay all these empty crabs.  (Unanimous yawning from all 
the bankers.) 
 The Cod: I have become grey and long in the teeth from a difficult and dangerous life.  
Tomorrow I may end up in a fisherman’s net.  Yet, I have never heard on land or sea such 
opinions as have been expressed here today.  Truly, one must be sitting tight on an ocean bank 
and tucked into an unfeeling shell—in other words, one would have to be a banker to dare say 
such things.   
 The Flying Fish: If a poet’s voice could hope to carry any weight in an assembly such as 
this, I would venture to speak, especially about this case.  We represent the phalanx in society 
that I would call the perceptive, and sometimes our antennas can reach those places that logic 
cannot reach.  I hope you will permit me to describe my impressions from a journey around the 
world from which I have just returned.  I traveled with my friend the sea eagle, my faithful and, I 
can say, my only protector in the sphere where I was placed.  Unaccustomed as I was to soaring 
in the higher regions, often weary, often overwhelmed by the journey’s manifold magnificent 
impressions, I found comfort in having such a guide.  Here I saw for the first time, the Earth’s 
lakes, oceans, and rivers from above.  How smooth, how smiling appeared this element, as if it 
for a moment quietly brooded over its own terrors and mysteries, that only we the children of the 
deep know.  Even the sea in uproar against the pitching ships looked like a cove in the sunshine, 
when it swirls a few leaves that the wind has tossed out on its ripples.  In this manner, I thought, 
a liberated soul must look down on earthly suffering and strife.  Thus, I learned to know the 
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entire world, always supported and held by my strong companion.  He took me on his wing.  If I 
was tired, he loaned me his eye, his clear vision, his experience.  He interpreted every wonder of 
the world, every riddle in his powerful, winging eagle language.     
 The Oyster: The flying fish is a poet, and what he is telling us, can be very fitting in the 
right place and at the right time.  We have not assembled here to listen to travel narratives and 
poetic visions, but to debate important matters of state.  This is not the place for wings, clear 
vision, and eagle’s language.  The flying fish will kindly keep to the topic. 
 The Flying Fish: That is quite my intention.  As we flew along over the countries, I 
became aware of a feature that repeated itself, only with minor modification, in all of them.  In 
the interior of each country, far from their fruitful plains with their bustling cities and ports, lay a 
great forest that appeared to be impenetrable.  Only some faint, criss-crossing lines marked it.  
But this forest hid in its center a lake with dark, shimmering water whose mirror-like stillness 
never appeared to catch a sunbeam or the caress of a breeze.  Something indescribably barren 
and bleakly secretive swayed over this oasis in the forest with the silent pond at its center.  I felt 
a powerful desire to know more about it, but also a certain reluctance to ask.  Finally, I dared.   
 “Hold tight while we descend,” said my friend.  “What do you see now?” 
 “I see the same strange, still lake in the middle of the dark forest, only closer,” I said.  
“There doesn’t appear to be a living thing around.” 
 But suddenly I saw a figure—I saw more!  A whole row of bent figures, all black, moved 
along the road.  When they arrived at the lake; they all emptied the vessels they were carrying in 
their hands into it.  Then they turned away.  Some came; others went.  And look!  A few of them 
even wore crowns on their heads—still, they walked as bowed as those who wore veils.  In 
endless lines, silently, as if unaware of each other’s presence, they filed by. 
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 “Who are they?  Where do they come from?  Why do they each empty a vessel into the 
mysterious lake?” 
 “These figures,” said my friend, “are not their country’s highest entrusted, nor are they 
the most entrusted, but they are the country’s heaviest entrusted.  Once upon a time there were 
two to share the burden; the strongest left them, and they were left to bear it alone.  Once they 
were simple homemakers, now they are both homemakers and the head of the household as well.  
They were only mothers, now each of them must be both father and mother.  They bore their 
children; now they also must support them and teach them as well.  These fragile, bent creatures 
shape clay16
                                                 
16 In the Old Norse creation myth recorded in Völuspá, Ask, the first human man, and Embla, the first human 
woman, are formed from clay. 
 into a future person, into the citizen that will serve his country and government—or 
perhaps serve them.  Life may later strongly chisel and stamp its character—but the soul’s 
unique, original mark—that only the first hand can give it— will always remain and never been 
erased.  Yet, so unyielding is this law, that I never saw a man who was cruel to animals and 
women without thinking: Hard, too, was the hand that first formed this material.  And I never 
met a truly tender, warm hearted man without thinking: Tender and noble also was the soul that 
first nurtured this soul.  Thus, they are in double meaning entrusted with the country’s and 
community’s most difficult and most important work.  Yet how remarkable!  The men who are 
the state’s highest and most entrusted, with their higher and more prestigious responsibility rise 
and rise and are figuratively lifted up by the community’s arms towards light, warmth, favor and 
honor, so that no one below will impose upon them.  While these, who carry equivalent burdens, 
are crushed and dragged down into poverty and darkness.  If their burden, their responsibility is 
threefold, fourfold, sixfold, then they will they be cut off and weighed three times, four times, six 
times by luck’s meager lot.  Their reward is hardship, their income alms.  Their titles and medals 
179 
 
are humiliation and contempt.  This injustice, this glaring contrast, weighs upon the nations like a 
dark sin, a question that demands an answer: Why do they not take care of those they entrust 
with the most difficult and important tasks?  Each individual man carries the weight of this sin.  
It follows him through life and haunts him in the midst of the pleasures that honor and wealth 
bring him.  It is the last of the dark demons that sits on his bed, fighting with the Messenger from 
Heaven for his soul, as his dying eye still seeks those he is forsaking. 
 Now you know, my friend, the meaning of what you have seen.  Do I need to tell you the 
name of this lake?  It is the Widow’s Lake of Tears—this lake never dries out, but on the other 
hand, no matter how high it rises, it never goes over its banks.  The roads that lead to it are the 
paths of longing and abandonment that lead through the forest of sorrow and despair.”  
 We were silent for a long time.  “But, answer this riddle,” I said at last, “Why does the 
lake, with these innumerable and never-ending sources, never flood its banks?”    
 “Look again,” said my guide. 
 I opened my eyes wide.  But despite their size, indeed they are as large as my friend the 
eagle’s, they cannot match his keen sight.  Kindly, as is proper for the stronger one, he 
descended even more.   
 Then I saw at the opposite end of the lake, two spirits bailing. 
 “The spirit you see there with the heavenly mild, but sorrowful, countenance is the Angel 
of Mercy.  The other with the deliberative and grave expression is governmental rationality.  
Slowly and methodically, it empties its dipper into a fissure in the earth, while the Angel of 
Mercy bails and bails simply to empty.  But from that barely visible fissure, where the reasoning 
spirit strives to direct the lake’s water, compassion’s hidden spring flows downwards and spreads 
itself with a thousand arms out over the land.” 
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 We rose up to fly onwards.  Now I understood that if a land was rich and bountiful to 
behold, the Widow’s Lake of Tears was smaller—and the opposite.  Yet in all countries, there 
was a dark lake in a lonely forest. 
 “Now I want to show you the country where the widows are happiest, where they are best 
taken care of,” said the eagle.  We flew on without stopping towards the east and descended at 
sunset to the summit of a sky-high mountain. 
 “Look down,” said the eagle.  “What do you see in the valley?” 
 “Nothing,” I replied.  “Nothing at all.  I see no lake, no spirits.  Perhaps that is because of 
the thick, nauseating, cloud of smoke that is rising up from the bank of that wide, snaking, 
deathly shining river.  I also see some large, ugly, long-beaked birds circling over the place, as if 
they, too, are invited.  There must be a festival down there; indeed, I now hear cries of joy and 
the muffled sound of music.” 
 “Indeed,” said my friend, “It is a festival.  It is the Widow’s Festival they celebrate down 
there.  Come, you have seen enough!  I am beginning to feel queasy.” 
 “I don’t feel very good, either,” I replied—“I suddenly feel ill; I must be homesick.”  
Then, without seeing more of the wonders of the Earth, we flew among the clouds towards the 
west.   
 There lay our beloved country!  How foreign, yet so familiar it looked with its 
innumerable fissures and crevices, and fjords and rivers.  The Widow’s Lake of Tears was not 
missing, either.  No, it was big enough to see without difficulty.  At the same time, the forests 
surrounding it seemed to me to be wilder and more desolate, and the roads more rugged, steeper, 
and rockier than in other places.  Moreover, the sad figures that trudged along them, were greater 
in number than any other place.  Then, what did I see!  The kind, compassionate spirits had 
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stopped their work!  How outrageous that I would witness this in my own Fatherland!  Alone, 
with weary hands, the Angel of Mercy sat and gazed at the lake with deep, sorrowful 
hopelessness. 
 “Shortsighted!  Blind!” said my companion, when he saw my concern.  “I know what you 
are thinking, but this lake is not overflowing its banks.  Know this: There is still a third angel, 
more powerful and stronger than the others are.  His flight goes to the heights; constantly, with 
never flagging care so that not a single drop is spilled, he carries the full vessels to heaven and 
empties them on the eternal pastures, where all of these tears are changed to joy.  But he is 
invisible, and he must be invisible.  Indeed if he wasn’t, the other angels wouldn’t trust him and 
their dedication would cool.”   
 When the speaker had finished, there was a deep silence in the Assembly, which was then 
broken by a loud murmur of approval.  The voting began and ended in the unanimous approval 
of the committee’s proposal  ..................................................................... 
..................................................................................... 
............................................. 
 A torn out section of an editorial told the following: 
 The vote on the shrimps’ infamous motion was taken yesterday with a highly surprising 
result.  All the shellfish, even the sea snail, repented, and the motion passed with wholehearted 
unison.  Here humanitarianism celebrated one of its most beautiful victories over governmental 
illogic.  All the squids sprayed themselves empty to celebrate the occasion.  That evening, the 
sea glimmered with luminescence from sea creatures.  The dolphins triumphantly carried the 
flying fish; and everywhere the original fish of the movement went, others streamed around them 
and complimented them.  The swordfish established a museum in memory of the day, along with 
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an equally generous as remarkable buffet.  An event like this cannot fail to awake observations 
and comparisons that in no way are favorable  
for that stage in creation that calls itself 
when these masters of the world 
of common cr 
 Here a piece was torn off, and the reading of the undersea newspaper thus came to an 
end.  I sat in deep thought for a long time. 
 “There is no new thing under the sun!”  I shouted aloud, as if by doing so, to awaken 
myself from my reveries.  “Oh, Old Father Earth, is this your miracle?  Is this your treasure, your 
preserve that you have set aside?  The deep sea—our fantasy’s unconquered realm.  All poets, 
scientists, and “Europamüdes” final hope and sanctuary!  We demand it for our poetry, fresh and 
cooling for our brow, furiously angry as its seaweed beds, and as wonderful as a Victoria regia— 
that giant flower of fables that sends us a message every hundred years—and we get a piece of 
politics that tastes—yes, it cannot be denied—that tastes strongly of our own.” 
 One of my little ones came running and called out through the doorway: “Pappa, Mamma 
said I should ask you, do you want it fried or boiled?” 
 “Fried or boiled? And what, my child?” 
 “The pike!” 
 “Oh, the pike!  Tell Mamma she can prepare anyway she likes ... but wait!  Only it must 
absolutely not be wind dried ... The thought of that hated element had embittered its entire life ... 
An unanimous approval of the committee’s proposal!  Imagine, unanimous!...   Just not wind 
dried!” 
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 The little one stared at me with amazement. 
 Could I do any less for my friend the pike?                 
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5.2 Notes on Translation 
of 
En Undersøisk Debat 
(An Undersea Debate) 
 In her essay, Collett employs both satiric and poetic phrasing to protest injustice.  Her 
skillful use of humor, satire, plays on words, irony, and flights of fancy challenge my skills as 
translator of the words, and interpreter of the meanings behind them, as well.  Recreating the 
inherent humor in her wordplays in another language where no direct equivalent exists 
challenges the imagination.  What’s more, some Norwegian words have associations that do not 
exist in their English equivalents.  While this presents puzzles to solve, it offers opportunities to 
invent new phrases or words to express the relationships.  Collett appeals to the emotions of her 
readers—evoking either laughter or tears.  Sometimes she is indirect and cloaks her messages in 
metaphors, leaving certain clues for the reader to decipher.  My challenges, then, in translating 
this essay are to transmit her style as well as her words and accurately interpret her ideas.  
Han gaar jo med en Pen i Maven! (SVM 1: 42) 
 Among the strange contents in the fish belly is a bird feather.  The wife points at the 
feather and jokes: “Jeg skal si deg, hva han har været: en Skribent, en Journalist!  Han gaar jo 
med en Pen i Maven!”  (literally, “I’ll tell you what he was: a writer, a journalist!  He goes 
around with a pen in his belly”) (SVM 1: 42).  The feather and the word play present translation 
challenges.  The sense of her words and banter do not translate into English.  When she says, “he 
goes around with a pen in his belly,” she is idiomatically saying, “He aspires to become a 
writer.”  The word “pen” in this phrase can be changed out with any appropriate word.  For 
instance, an aspiring singer could “go around with a song in her belly.”  I added the phrase “or 
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hungered to be” to create a word play that is understandable to an English reader.  I also changed 
the word “pen” to “quill” to remind today’s reader that bird feathers previously were used as 
writing instruments: “I’ll tell you what he was – or hungered to be: a writer, a journalist!  That’s 
why he has a quill in his belly.”  This translation conveys both the humor and the gist of the 
Norwegian idiomatic expression.  Capturing Collett’s turns of phrase and inherent humor in the 
original trumps adherence to a literal translation. 
Indholdet - fire Sneglehuse - var indsvøbt... (SVM 1: 43) 
 The narrator opens the eel skin package and finds four spiral shells wrapped in an 
unknown material.  The image of the four snail shells with its layered symbolism presents a 
translation dilemma, since a word that has several definitions calls upon the translator to transmit 
all of the meanings conveyed in the original.  The Norwegian word sneglehus means both “snail 
shell” and “cochlea.”  Literally translated, snegle =“snail” and hus =“house.”  There is no 
English word equivalent to both “snail shell” and “cochlea,” and “shell” does not have the 
association to domesticity of hus.  Addressing the lack of equivalency in the text itself presents a 
greater challenge.  The phrase “cochlear-shaped sea snail dwellings” preserves these 
associations, if the reader knows the uncommon word “cochlea.”  This phase, however, is too 
complicated compared to the almost incidental (“- fire sneglehuse -”) (“—four snail shells—”) 
(SVM 1: 43) thrown in between dashes in a sentence where all the focus is on the material they 
are packed in.  In the end, I chose to follow Collett’s “s’-alliteration, syllable count, and meter in 
the phrase (“- fire sneglehuse - var innsvøpt”) (“—four spiral shells—were swaddled.”)  By 
substituting “spiral” for “snail,” I focus on the visual form of the shell, which is also the form of 
the cochlea.  The word “swaddled,” rather than “wrapped” or “packed” suggests an infant being 
carefully bundled in soft material.  Like hus, “swaddled” conveys a mood of domesticity.  The 
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entire sentence in the original and my translation follow:  
Indholdet - fire Sneglehuse - var indsvøbt i et mig fuldkommen uudgrundeligt 
Stof, der syntes at bestaa af Stykker, som engang havde dannet et helt.   
The contents—four spiral shells—were swaddled in a material that I was entirely 
unfamiliar with, that appeared to be pieces of what had once had been a whole.   
Since I was not able to find equivalent definitions, I added a footnote to my translation to briefly 
explain the etymology of the English and Norwegian words for snail and cochlea, as well as to 
point out the meaning of hus in sneglehus. 
The Negotiations in the Undersea Parliament 
 Collett’s parody of the Norwegian Storting in the guise of the first meeting of the 
Underseas Parliament gives opportunities for creative playfulness in translating.  Sometimes, 
when English lacks an equivalent, I invent a new word.  The Norwegian word oversøisk appears 
to be the opposite of undersøisk, but, like its English equivalent “overseas,” it actually means on 
the other side of an ocean.  Thus, I have constructed the word “abovesea” to create a vertical 
opposition to “undersea.”   
 Collett refers to the two opposing factions in the Undersea Parliament as the 
“svømmende og fastgroende” “swimming and grown fast,” which I translated as “those who 
swim around and those who sit tight.”  I added “around” to “swim” to create both word balance 
and a play on words in each opposing group.  The swimmers, advocating change, create a 
bevægelse, “movement,” while those who “sit tight” on the ocean banks are “the bankers.”   
 As the debate on this topic becomes more heated, a clam loses control and angrily calls 
the eel an aalehoved “eel head.”  The English insult “lame-brained” conveys both the clam’s 
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insult to the eel’s intelligence and its unfortunate reference to the eel’s probable injury at the 
hands of the kitchen maid.    
 Just as “blowhard” is associated with “blowfish,” so the Norwegian blærete “stuck-up” is 
associated with blærefiske.  Collett’s selection of blærefiske, with its characterizing echo, is 
certainly intentional.   
 When negotiations in the Undersea Parliament resume two days later, Collett’s satire 
becomes more edgy.  She links the debate over the shrimps’ inclusion in the Undersea 
Parliament petition to the debate about widows’ pensions in the Storting by letting the clam point 
out that the news of the result in the Storting “har trengt ned til oss” (“has sunk down to us”).  In 
this instance, as with “holder ikke vann” (“doesn’t hold water”), the idiomatic pun is the same in 
both Norwegian and English.  As a rule, Norwegian associations of animal names with human 
characteristics, such as an analogy of sought-out shrimps to young women, or empty crabs to 
infertile widows, need no explanation when translated into English.   
Det bristende Øie 
 Collett draws upon powerful biblical words and a metaphoric image to describe the death 
of a man who realizes it is too late to atone for his sin of omission.  Brøde “sin,” underlies the 
“Hæder og Velstand” (“honor and wealth”) he accumulated in his lifetime.  The man’s life ends 
as “det bristende Øie endnu søger de forladte” (“his dying eye still seeks the forsaken”) (SVM 1: 
50-51).  In this phrase, Collett employs indirectness in her choice of words that makes translation 
difficult.  In “det bristende Øie,” “det øie” means “the eye.”  The meaning of the adjective 
bristende is crucial to knowing to whom the eye belongs: Is it the eye of the dying or the eye of 
God?  Most Norwegian-English dictionaries do not include the archaic word bristende, although 
“Google Translation” translates it as “bursting.”  “Bursting,” however, does not clarify who is 
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the owner of the eye.  I then found an equivalent phrase in Einar Haugen’s Norsk Engelsk 
Ordbok  (Norwegian English Dictionary) where he lists brust as a variant of brist and gives 
“brustne øyne” “eyes of a dead creature” as an example of how the adjective form is used.  Thus, 
“det bristende Øie” (“the dying eye”) belongs to the man on his deathbed.  The final words of the 
passage, de forladte, can mean either: (1) the forsaken, the abandoned, or (2) the forgiven.  In the 
Christian faith, a dying person would be looking into his soul and repenting his sins.  Had the eye 
of the dying man been seeking God’s forgiveness, the word that follows søger would have been 
“forladtelse” “forgiveness.”  “De forladte” means that the eye is searching for something 
outside himself, so “the forsaken” is the correct choice.  Drawing, in addition, on the context of 
the phrase within the sentence and paragraph, I translated it: “medens det bristende Øie endnu 
søger de forladte” (“while his dying eye still seeks the forsaken.”)   
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5.3 Words of Persuasion: Satire and Poetry 
in 
En Undersøisk Debat  
(An Undersea Debate) 
 Camilla Collett’s first foray into Norwegian politics is a political satire that was 
originally titled En Undersøisk Parlement (An Undersea Parliament) when it was published and 
distributed as a pamphlet in late 1863.  Her essay alludes to current issues in the Norwegian 
Parliament, named Storting at the suggestion of her father at the Eidsvold Assembly in 1812, and 
in particular, the debate on pension rights for civil servants and their widows in November 1862 
(SVM 2: 513). 
 Writing from the position of the underdog who is criticizing those in positions of power, 
Collett draws upon both the Enlightenment’s satire and Romanticism’s emotional persuasion.  
Her frame structure is reminiscent of Voltaire’s Candide, which begins with an idyllic domestic 
scene that, when interrupted, sparks a fantastic journey to many foreign places.  In Collett’s 
essay, translation is the mode of travel.  She shows how even while the translator can accurately 
translate the words he reads, his limited point of view can inhibit him from accurately 
interpreting their significance.  The journey carries the translator to the depths of the sea and on a 
flight around the world on the wings of an eagle.  It ends with a return to domestic reality, but the 
translator has learned nothing of consequence from his experience.   
Background 
 In his article about the Norwegian Storting in the 1800s, Bjørn Sletten tells about a 
faction that was led by Søren Pedersen Jaabæk, a farmer, teacher, and politician, who strongly 
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opposed taxes and a centralized government run by civil servants.  During the forty-seven years 
he sat in the Storting, he earned himself the nickname Nei-bæk “No-bæk,” because he 
consistently voted against what he perceived as centralized government and undeserved 
privileges for civil servants.  Jaabæk maintained that these workers should put money aside from 
their salaries to provide for their widows and their retirement.  His ideas were rooted in a 
tradition where families owned small farms and provided for their elders.   
 Not all in rural districts owned their own farms, however, and a large increase in 
population in this period stretched arable land beyond its limits.  The landless poor, among them 
women with no man to support them, wandered from farm to farm in growing numbers, asking 
for food and work, while the farmers became increasingly hostile to these hordes of beggars.  
These conditions sparked a migration from the countryside to the cities and from Norway to the 
United States (Hagemann 142-144). 
 Unattached women did not fare much better in Norwegian cities.  Laws, customs, and 
education limited the kind of work available for women.  Most found poorly paid positions as 
housemaids, shop clerks, or factory workers.  Gradually, other fields of work opened, and 
educated women gained work as teachers or telegraph operators.  Still, many women had no 
other recourse than to seek public assistance.  In the 1860s, two-thirds of the adult poor were 
women.  Many were too sick or old to work, but even those who did work did not always earn 
enough money to support themselves and their children (Hagemann 189-191). 
 Collett’s own situation was typical for women of her class.  She was educated in the 
domestic and social skills required of a wife at the highest level of society (Den unge 294-295).  
Camilla and Jonas married when he became a lecturer at the university, and when he died ten 
years later, she received a pension based on his years of employment.  This was not enough for 
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her to support her four sons and live an independent life.  Eleven years after his death, she had 
much to gain if the Norwegian Storting improved pensions for civil servants and their widows.  
When the proposal did not pass, Collett wrote this essay in protest. 
 Collett also was engaged in animal rights and wrote frequently about the mistreatment of 
animals.  The first animal welfare organization in Norway, Forening mot Mishandling av Dyr 
(“Society against Mistreatment of Animals”) was founded in 1859.17
Criticism 
  Collett uses the name 
Forening mot Dyreplageri (“Society Against Animal Abuse”) in this essay, where she sets up an 
analogy between the treatment of animals and widows and makes the case that, while both are 
subjected to abuse by human males, animals are treated better.   
 Ellisiv Steen, writing in 1954, observes that those who earlier have written about 
Collett’s authorship have quickly passed over En Undersøisk Debat.  She devotes three pages to 
a discussion of the scope of Collett’s subjects and settings from the small to the great, and the 
range of her writing from comedy to irony to poetry.  In conclusion, she points out that this piece 
deserves greater attention  
 ikke bare fordi den er gnistrende vittig skrevet, men enda mer fordi den gir en 
manifestasjon av det særegne i hennes forfatterindividualitet: dikteren som finner 
utløsning for sin kunstneriske ekspansjonstrang og fabuleringsevne i den 
polemiske kritikk.  (Lange 88)  
not only due to its sparkling wit, but all the more because it is a demonstration  of 
what is unique in her writing: the author who finds an outlet for her artistic 
creativity and gives free rein to her fantasy within the genre of polemic argument. 
                                                 
17 It changed its name to “Forening til Dyrnes Beskyttelse” (“Society for Animal Welfare”) in 1863 and still exists 
today as “Dyrebeskyttelsen Norge” (“Animal Welfare Norway”) (Dyrebeskyttelsen). 
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Steen focuses on the complex and unique literary structure of this essay, but she quickly passes 
by the purpose and social context of Collett’s polemic.  
 Writing six years later, Francis Bull describes this piece as a novellistisk brosjyre 
“novelistic brochure.”  He first analyzes how Collett employs humor in her account of the sea 
creatures’ parliamentary deliberations and dexterously links the creatures’ opinions to the 
pension debates in the Storting.  Bull then criticizes what he describes as “Jaabæks ubarmhjertige 
spareprinsipper overfor embetsmenns enker” (“Jaabæk’s heartless principles of fiscal 
conservatism applied to the widows of civil servants”).  Fully caught up in Collett’s argument, 
Bull states in his conclusion that “det ypperste innlegg i debatten blir levert av flyvefisken, 
dikteren” (“the finest speech in the debate was delivered by the flying fish, the poet”) (59).  
 Collett’s flying fish speaks from the heart about the plight of widows.  Almost one 
hundred years after she wrote this piece, her words still touch the heart of the literary critic 
Francis Bull.  Why, then, did the literary and social critics of Collett’s time pass over her well-
crafted commentary on a newsworthy topic?  The urban intellectuals who functioned as social 
critics and earned their daily bread as civil servants were Collett’s potential allies in this issue.  
Yet they remained silent.  Literary and social critics of her time, such as M. J. Monrad, Henrik 
Winter-Hjelm, and Kristian Elster d.e. (Linneberg 176), had previously attacked her ideas as 
uforsonet “unreconciled” with a woman’s place in the natural order when they reviewed 
Amtmandens Døtre.  After that, however, Collett received high critical praise for her superb 
poetic expression of personal loss in I de Lange Nætter.  Now that Collett had returned to her 
“unreconciled” self in this satiric essay, these same critics would find it difficult to criticize this 
widow for expressing the social and economic ramifications of her loss.  On the other hand, 
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those who voted against these pensions had already won in the Storting and would have 
everything to lose by attempting to refute Collett’s mocking irony and poetic persuasion.  
 Building on the commentary above, I further investigate how, according to Collett, 
communication in En Undersøisk Debat breaks down because humans tend to focus on speech as 
the primary means of expression.  Since only enfranchised males participate in government, their 
rationally conceived points of view are those that are debated.  Women, children and other 
sentient beings are not heard.  The act of translation becomes another instance of failed 
communication, because the ideas in the original—expressed in what I see as pre-Babel 
language—are not interpreted correctly by the translator.  In yet another breakdown in 
communication, this time between Collett and her readers, previous critics have focused on 
Collett’s deft use of words to expose political injustice, but they have not discovered the personal 
account she has embedded in this essay of how her husband, Jonas, left her and their children 
impoverished.    
Structure 
 The widowed Collett begins her essay with a frame narrative tinged with nostalgia.  In a 
domestic scene, the narrator and his wife discuss a strange fish that is destined to be their dinner.  
Collett frames her argument through her depiction of a happy domestic scene shown through the 
eyes of an unimaginative husband and father who is very aware of his status as an intellectual 
and head of the household.  She then uses the rhetorical devices of humor, ridicule, and 
persuasion in the body of her essay, before she returns to the conclusion by the narrator, who still 
does not get the point.  The frame story develops an important theme.  The husband and wife 
have different points of view, but they combine their diverse knowledge, experience, powers of 
observation, and flights of fancy to discover what each otherwise might not have noticed.  This is 
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a theme that Collett introduced twenty-one years earlier in her first published essay, “Nogle 
Strikketøisbetragtninger” (“Some Reflections While Knitting”). 
 The amateur naturalist husband in the frame story prizes formal education and what is 
written in books.  Thus, he values neither the real scientific puzzle laid out on the kitchen table 
nor his wife’s observations.  The fish is a gjedde “pike,” a freshwater fish the narrator recognizes 
from his childhood.  It has been sold at a place where people did not recognize it.  The narrator at 
first fails to see anything unusual about it turning up in a fresh state far from its natural habitat, 
and he is condescending to his wife because she knows only the names of the saltwater fish from 
the district where she grew up.  He finally becomes interested in the fish when his wife—who 
possesses a sense of humor that he lacks—makes a word play about a feather the pike has 
swallowed.  Among the strange contents in the fish belly is a bird feather, which the man 
immediately identifies by its scientific name, while his son, more acutely, wonders why the pike 
has swallowed it.  The boy’s mother points at the feather and cleverly responds, “I’ll tell you 
what he was—or hungered to be: a writer, a journalist!  That’s why he has a quill in his belly.” 
 Because of his wife’s witty observation, the narrator not only joins her game, he engages 
in a flight of fancy about riddles and reality.  She sparks his interest in the fish, and, as a result, 
he observes a strange, unidentifiable clump inside its stomach.  Collett’s narrator will have to 
call upon his poetic imagination as well as his scientific knowledge to find a solution to the 
puzzle before him.  Rational observation cannot explain how a pike, a freshwater fish found in 
Eastern Norway, has turned up in a kitchen in an entirely different region of Norway.   
 The package found inside the pike functions as a miniature frame story within the 
original frame.  The hermetically sealed package is made of eel skin, and inside it are four spiral 
shells wrapped in four soft scraps of an unknown material.  The combination of the pike, the eel 
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skin, and the snail shells indicates that each of these sea creatures has sacrificed itself to bring a 
message to humanity.  Seeing the contents of the package laid out before him, the narrator recalls 
his youthful poetic dreams and is enthralled by the anticipation of now making a new discovery.   
 Is this, however, an anti-romantic statement by Collett?  She is using an object that, when 
in the hands of the narrator, reveals humanity at its most pompous.  She links both the miniature 
frame narrative and the domestic frame narrative to the authentic plights of the weak and 
speechless, whether sea creatures or widows.  Both are dependent on the compassion of powerful 
human males.  By framing, she gives her readers various means of access to her point that 
because of Norway’s social structure and laws, women who do not have a husband or father to 
support them are destined to live in poverty.  Human males are at the top of the scientific, 
artistic, educational, social, economic, and political hierarchy, while women, like sea creatures, 
are mute, without a voice in public affairs.  Thus, men, secure in their own power, are unable to 
appreciate fully that others may have other ideas and insights to contribute. 
 Collett expands on her point of how limited points of view inhibit empathy through an 
examination of translation and interpretation.  She states that the act of translation is the art of 
transcending barriers of species and language.  Moreover, divergent points of view based on 
limitations imposed by physical characteristics—including gender differences—intellect, 
education, social customs, environmental conditions, and experience can be overcome by means 
of observation, intuition, and interpretation.  These, in turn, will lead to sympathy for what 
previously was incomprehensible, based on the common ground of shared knowledge between 
all living things.   
 Despite the obvious shortcomings Collett ascribes to her narrator, she makes him a 
dedicated linguist and translator.  He spends hours translating the minutes from the Undersea 
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Parliament, making them accessible to humanity.  Unfortunately, the narrator finds the message 
in the wrappings, which are merely old newspapers used to protect fragile contents.  When he 
discovers that they are miniature newspapers, he joyfully shouts,  
  Der er intet nyt under Solen! 
  There is no new thing under the sun.   
At the end of the essay, he will repeat the same phrase, but with disappointment.  He only 
translates the words, and fails to see their message within the context of the package inside the 
pike.   
Textual Analysis 
 The narrator is shown to have a an interest in philology, as well as natural science.  
Carefully opening the eel-skin pouch, he discovers that the contents—four spiral shells—were 
swaddled in a material that he was entirely unfamiliar with, that appeared to be pieces of what 
had once had been a whole.  When he finds words from all the world’s languages printed in a 
Babel of confusion on miniature newspapers, he forgets the shells entirely and focuses on the 
wrapping paper.  When he discovers that the language is accessible to an earthly scholar, that is, 
himself, he quotes a German philosopher whose name he cannot recall: “Alles lernt vom 
Menschen, alles drängt sich zum Menschen”.  (“Everything learns from man(kind), everything 
strives towards man(kind)”).   
 I have consulted two Germanic Romantic scholars and searched on the Internet, but I 
have not been able to find a source for this quotation.  The question, then, is: Did Camilla Collett 
make it up herself?  According to the Norwegian literary scholar Jorunn Hareide, Camilla Collett 
frequently used quotations by well-established writers to give literary authority to her work.  In 
these cases, she usually referred to her source by name.  She also made up her own quotations to 
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give moral or feminist authority to her own ideas.  In these instances, she did not name a source 
(Hareide 226).   
 Most likely Camilla Collett made up this quotation, but the anthropocentric statement 
reflects the narrator’s own limited point of view rather than Collett’s.  Owing to his privileged 
position as an educated male in a patriarchal society, he accepts the concept of a natural order 
with man at the top.  When he refers, however, to the Babel of languages he finds in the 
miniature newspaper, he forgets the story in Genesis.  Humans built the Tower of Babel with the 
intent of reaching the heavens.  God punished man for his arrogance by depriving humans of 
their common language (Genesis 11:1-9).  What the narrator fails to perceive is that in reading 
the writings of a lower order that God did not punish, he is possibly studying the ur-language that 
was lost to humankind at Babel.   
 What, then, is the significance of the snail shells?  The break in thought “—four snail 
shells—” interrupts a sentence where all the focus is on the material they are packed in.  I believe 
that they contain another message that the narrator never discovers, and that Collett leaves for the 
observant reader to find.  The true message from the sea creatures to humanity is in the shape of 
the shells.  The Norwegian word sneglehus means both “snail shell” and “cochlea.”  The cochlea, 
the portion of the inner ear of a human where sound is detected, is shaped like a snail shell.  The 
visual message is “listen.”  The sea creatures are sentient beings that are petitioning humans for 
the right to not be subjected to unnecessary suffering.  Moreover, there is a second association in 
the word sneglehus.  Literally translated into English, snegle = “snail” and hus= “house.”  
“Hus” is associated with domesticity, wife, and family.  Collett integrates personal symbolism in 
the four empty snail shells swaddled in material that once had been whole, but was ripped apart.  
Her four sons lost their home and were separated from each other when their father died.   
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 Yet the narrator and fond father of at least three young children turns quickly away from 
the shells, takes out his microscope, and trains his educated eye on the material in which they are 
packed.  Along with his gaze, the frame story shifts to the written contents of the miniature 
newspaper—the minutes of two meetings in the Undersea Parliament.  Collett lets each species 
speak for itself, thus allowing each to ridicule itself through its own statements.  In the first 
meeting, the sea creatures debate which of them are most deserving of a compassionate death at 
the hands of humans; the majority maintains that the weak and plentiful shrimps—i.e., widows—
do not deserve a compassionate death.  In the second meeting, satire gives way to persuasion.  
Collett gives the word to the flying fish, who poetically describes his trip around the world on the 
wings of an eagle.  He saw only beauty, except for the suffering of widows.  Widows suffered 
most in Norway—paradoxically, a country that has founded a society to protect animals.  In this 
second section, the flying fish persuades the Undersea Parliament to allow, by unanimous vote, 
the shrimps to be included in the petition to humans for a more compassionate death.   
 In the negotiations in the Undersea Parliament on the first day in the month of Fish, the 
issue under debate is the ratification of a petition the sea creatures want to send to the Abovesea 
Society Against Animals Abuse.  By setting up a fictitious debate between sea creatures in a 
Parliament located under the sea, Collett avoids the appearance of attacking specific members of 
the Storting who opposed improved pensions for widows, while she wittily ridicules their ideas.   
In the following debate, Collett will develop plays on words to lighten up a serious topic.  
She defines different points of view—ways of looking at things—through physical differences; 
the swimming fish are the liberals and radicals who create a “movement” for change, while the 
stationary shellfish, sitting tight on the ocean shoals, are the conservative “bankers.”  The 
Undersea Parliament is a power-oriented organization.  Class warfare flares up between the 
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oyster, who dreads humans swallowing him alive and washing him down with champagne as the 
feast begins, and the eel, who fears a crueler and less distinguished death, first stabbed in the 
head and then peeled alive by a kitchen maid.  Thus, it is most unfortunate when, as the debate 
becomes heated, a clam loses control and calls the eel lame-brained.   
Moving from the absurd to the serious, Collett exposes how the powerful exploit and 
silence others who are weaker.  Not all animals are protected, either by humans or by their fellow 
creatures.  The petitions from the shrimps, the flounder, and the pike are denied.  On the other 
hand, requests by the powerful and dangerous caimans and sharks are approved without 
question.  The strong get their way, even though they, like humans, eat fish.   
 Misuse of public funds is also a topic of her satire.  Collett continues to play on how the 
physical features of the sea creatures affect their mind-sets.  Someone proposes a new defensive 
system against fish traps.  The sluggish sea snail suggests delay, while the crab, like the other 
bankers, supports the old way.  Is the crab conservative because it has a hard shell and only 
moves sideways?  The self-important blowfish expands upon his invention of a device to escape 
from fish traps (approved).  The crab requests a travel and study stipend to go on land to visit a 
Nordic Parliament and learn its ways (unanimously approved).  Physically, a fish cannot make 
such a device and a crab cannot survive on land, but they are given money anyway.  The 
Norwegian Storting frequently awarded the dilettante sons of the elite stipends to study abroad.  
The deliberations in Collett’s Undersea Parliament are ludicrous, and through association, she 
ridicules the Storting. 
 As negotiations resume two days later, Collett links the debate over the shrimp’s 
inclusion in the Undersea Parliament petition to the debate about widows’ pensions in the 
Storting.  The clam tells that news of the result in the Storting has “sunk down to us,” then makes 
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the case that shrimps are like widows.  There are plenty of them and they are weak.  The debate 
reaches its low point when widows are characterized by the bankers as worthless old crabs that 
are empty of meat.  Collett’s parallel between barren old women and meatless old crabs is all too 
easy to recognize.  Despite appeals for compassion by the swimmers, the bankers refuse to 
change their position on the matter.   
 At this point, Collett changes her tactics from the Enlightenment’s satirical attack on false 
logic and (ir)rational argument to Romanticism’s poetic persuasion.  Her earlier works have been 
most praised for her poetic descriptions of nature, and in the innermost frame of the narrative, 
she concludes the Undersea Debate with a soaring description of a poet’s flight around the earth 
nestled in the wings of an eagle—reminiscent of the delicately swaddled four spiral shells’ 
journey from sea to land in the belly of a carp.  Offering a new perspective in an age before man 
could fly, the flying fish combines a poetic expression of the beauty of nature as seen from on 
high, contrasted with sighting of widows everywhere, carrying their cups of bitter tears and 
emptying them in the Lakes of Tears.  In a shift towards a religious perspective that is typical in 
Collett’s conclusions, only spirits who tirelessly bail out the tears comfort the widows.   
 The eagle speaks to the flying fish in words that ring like a judgment sent down from 
heaven: 
Det er denne uret, denne sjærende Modsætning, der tynger Nationerne som en 
dunkel Brøde, et Spørgsmaal, som først skal løses: de sørger ikke for sine tungest 
og vigtigst betroede.  Men den enkelte Mand bærer Vegten af denne Brøde: den 
følger ham gjennem Livet og maner ham midt i hans Hæder og Velstands Rus—
det er den sidste af de mørke Genier, der sidder om hans Leie, der strider med 
Himmenbudet om hans sjæl, medens det bristende Øie endnu søger de forladte.  
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It is this injustice, this sharp contrast, that weighs upon nations like a sin of 
omission: they do not take care for those they entrust with the most difficult and 
important tasks.  Each individual man carries the weight of this sin.  It follows 
him through life and haunts him in the midst of the pleasures that honor and 
wealth bring him.  It is the last of the dark demons that sits on his bed, fighting 
with the Messenger from Heaven for his soul, while his dying eye still seeks the 
forsaken. 
The focus of criticism in the Underwater Parliament segment up to this point has been on how 
governmental, social, and legal systems fail widows and orphans.  Now the eagle accuses the 
individual man.  No matter how much he will be honored for his accomplishments, he will be 
judged at the moment of his death for his sins of omission.  Collett draws upon powerful words 
and images from the Bible in this paragraph.  Sin underlies the honor and wealth he accumulated 
in his lifetime.  His life ends as, in the final phrase of her indictment, “det bristende Øie endnu 
søger de forladte” (“his dying eye still seeks the forsaken”) (SVM 1: 51).  In the Christian faith, a 
dying person would be looking into his soul and repenting his sins.  Had the eye of the dying 
man been seeking God’s forgiveness, the final word would have been forladtelse. Instead he 
seeks de forladte, those who are forsaken and left completely alone, without care or support.  
This describes Camilla Collett’s situation when her husband Jonas died.   
 Underlying her criticism of Norway’s Storting is her personal criticism of her husband.  
She and their children were dependent on him for his welfare, and he did not provide for their 
care in the event of his death.  Camilla indirectly refers to this in other places in this essay.  As I 
proposed above, the four spiral shells swaddled in material torn from a whole are a personal 
symbol of her sons’ separation from each other and the loss of their home.  During the debate in 
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the Undersea Parliament, an adult sea snail, the creature that occupies a spiral shell, calls for 
delay on a motion to prevent capture, i.e. certain death, in fish traps.  He sees no reason to act 
prematurely.  The narrator of this essay about the suffering of widows and orphans is a well-
educated, doting father who has already produced a number of children, only one of whom has 
reached school age.  At the end, he has learned nothing from the eagle.  He shows only concern 
for the wishes of the already-dead pike. 
 In his biography of Jonas Collett, John Gisle focuses on his professional career.  As a 
jurist and professor of law, Jonas Collett’s area of expertise was civil and family law.  His 
lectures on these topics were published after his death.  He also sat on the government committee 
charged with developing Norway’s Law on Inheritance, where he successfully argued for a 
daughter’s right to the same inheritance as her brother received.  Thus, he was an expert in the 
field.  In another article, Rolf Bryne tells how the first life insurance company was chartered in 
Norway in 1847.  This was four years before Jonas died.  He had few assets and Camilla had 
inherited little from her own parents.  In ignoring the possibility of his own mortality, he 
knowingly put his wife and children in peril when he did not take measures to ensure their 
financial security.  More likely, however, Camilla is referring to his failure to ask a friend to be 
his widow’s and children’s guardian, thus abandoning her to the charity of his family, who did 
not approve of her.  Francis Bull writes in his Norwegian literary history that during the last year 
of his life, Jonas took Marie Colban, the young widow of a literary friend, under his wing, 
awakened her energy, and found her work as a translator (108).  A rumor that Jonas and Marie 
had an affair still is repeated at the University of Oslo today, 159 years after his death.   
 Camilla may be expressing her anger at Jonas for neglecting his own wife and children.  
In all marriages, husbands and wives learn to know the other’s failings as well as strengths.  In 
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many other places in her writings, Camilla honors her husband.  She praises Jonas for 
encouraging her to write and for helping her through bouts of depression that she admits cast a 
pall over their marriage.  Although Camilla clearly loved Jonas and honored his memory, her 
accusation of neglect lies buried in this essay.   
 This is borne out in Alf Collett’s biography of his mother, Camilla Colletts livs historie.  
He states that while she often dwelled upon the years of her youth before she married, she rarely 
mentioned her relatively short marriage to his father.  When she did speak of him, she did so 
with bitterness and a sense of regret for her loss of a faithful husband and soul mate.  She would 
also speak with longing about their comfortably furnished home where their children lived 
together, before they were separated after their father’s death  (139-140).   
 Whether Collett lost her “faithful” husband to Marie Colban or to death remains a matter 
of speculation.  Ellisiv Steen describes the two women as life-long friends.  Both became writers 
and lived in Europe for long periods of their lives.  On the other hand, Steen points out they were 
often in conflict with each other, arguing and breaking off contact, only to take it up again 
(Lange 29-30). 
 Continuing her appeal for improving widows’ finances in her essay, Collett calls upon 
powerful emotional, moral, and religious arguments.  At the end of their flight around the world, 
the eagle returns the flying fish to Norway, where the poet discovers that, only in his own 
country, the spirits who bail out the Widows’ Lakes of Tears have given up.  The Angel of 
Mercy sits in despair with her hands in her lap.  The eagle comforts the flying fish by telling him 
that there is a higher angel that carries the widow’s tears upwards and empties them on heaven’s 
eternal pastures.  This sentence expresses Christianity’s message that those who suffer in this life 
will be rewarded in eternal life.  Earlier, Collett has stated that the strong who do not care for the 
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weak will not enter heaven.  Yet she undermines these messages in the following sentence where 
the eagle states that people cannot see the higher angel, because, if they could, they “would not 
trust him and their dedication would cool.”  This is an expression of Collett’s own wavering faith 
in an omnipotent god.  She questions why a compassionate god would reward the strong in this 
life and the weak in the next. 
 In a conclusion worthy of Romanticism, poetic persuasion overcomes raw power, and a 
motion to treat all sea creatures equally is passed unanimously.  At this point, the print is 
smudged and the corner of the newspaper is torn off.  The translation of the account of the 
Undersea debate is incomplete.  Collett thus leaves it to the translator(s) and readers to fill in the 
gaps between the words and interpret or misinterpret her message in whatever ways best suit 
their points of view.   
When the essay returns to the frame story, the narrator is disappointed.  He has 
romantically hoped to discover the secrets of the sea in the eelskin packet.  They are there for 
him to see, but he is blind to the appeal for the wellbeing of all creatures expressed in both the 
satire and the poetic appeal he has just translated.  Moreover, he never comprehends the message 
from the sea creatures to humanity that is embodied in the four spiral shells.   
Camilla Collett uses the act of translation as a vehicle to explicate her thesis that because 
rational thought is believed to belong only to the human male, important ideas based on listening 
to emotional expression are lost.  In En Undersøisk Debat, translation becomes an example of 
failed communication, because, although the translator accurately translates the minutes of the 
Undersea Parliament’s debates, he fails to interpret the message embedded in the original.  In the 
process of translation, he makes several errors that lead him to the wrong conclusion.  First, he 
ignores the context in which he finds the scraps of newspaper, that is, the sacrifices made by the 
205 
 
pike and the eel to carry the message embodied in the four empty shells.  He fails to consider that 
not all communication takes place through words.  Next, because he does not carefully question 
the origin of the language before him, he assumes the sea creatures have adopted a jumble of 
human languages.  He sees this as proof for his erroneous idea that human thought is the source 
of all knowledge.  Because of these initial mistakes, he interprets what he translates through his 
own “educated” point of view and ends up disappointed when he does not discover anything 
new.   
 Collett ends with a tragi-comic twist.  When one of his children interrupts his musings to 
ask how he wants his fish cooked, the head of the household worries about the fate of the already 
dead pike.  Yet he shows no interest in the political call to agitate for better pensions.  Neither 
does he think about his family’s financial security in the event of his death.  This, in spite of the 
eagle’s unequivocal message that each man carries the weight of this sin, that is, the sin of not 
ensuring the welfare of his wife and children.  Like the newspaper account, Collett’s conclusion 
is flawed and incomplete.  She has mixed a satire of pompous political language and mysterious, 
romanticized expression.  In the end, however, she appears to doubt that her witty satire or her 
romantic appeal will have any effect.   
Conclusion 
Collett’s earlier essay,“Nogle Strikketøisbetragtninger,” concludes with a vision of how 
the budding nation of Norway could grow strong if men and women worked together to develop 
their full potential as adults.  Her following works of fiction employ romantic frames and poetic 
descriptions, while at the same time there is an undercurrent of discontent based on the realities 
of women’s lives.  Later in Norwegian literary history, this style of writing would define the 
literary era called Poetic Realism, which was a bridge between National Romanticism and 
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Realism (Andersen 205).  While En Undersøisk Debat is written to persuade, pessimism about 
the fates of women and the children in their charge predominates.  In her conclusion, she gives 
up on Enlightenment satire and Romantic emotion as means to persuade Norway’s men to share 
their power voluntarily.  When it was published, Camilla Collett had already abandoned writing 
romantic fiction and had physically abandoned Norway.  From that time, she became a restless 
nomad.  She lived mostly in Continental Europe, but often returned to Norway in the summer 
and at Christmas.  Wherever she lived, she wrote and lectured for Norwegian audiences about 
women’s subjugated lives.  Her articles and essays would convey new currents of thought from 
the Continent to inspire women living in the bitter backwaters of Norway. 
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CHAPTER 6 
“OM KVINDEN OG HENDES STILLING” 
(“ON THE STATUS OF WOMAN”) 
from 
Sidste Blade, 2den og 3de Række 
(Last Leaves, Parts Two and Three) 
(1872) 
6.1 Translation 
 It is an old, discouraging maxim that random chance, more often than a thing’s inherent 
importance, tips the scales and determines the outcome.  Every philosophical matter that requires 
quiet, deep reflection will have to compete against this truism.  This is especially applicable 
when the challenge to humanity simply calls for an unpleasant effort, that is, to listen to one’s 
inner voice and make a sacrifice.  A poem, for instance, can be both beautiful and profound, but 
if it cannot convey the truths it wants recognized in an engaging, that is, in a pleasant, animated 
manner, if it does not manage, with its own or borrowed techniques, to awaken this feeling of 
compassion, in the end it will possess no power to inspire.  In this, most people resemble a child 
who has to be cajoled and bullied into taking its medicine.   
 I could use a number of examples from our fatherland’s latest literature to illustrate this.  
Ibsen sent Brand1 and Peer Gynt2 home, and his works awakened merely an angry stupeur.  It 
sounded like a common “gare à l’obus!”3
                                                 
1 Brand first was published in 1865 as a poetic drama to be read, but it was not performed until 1885. 
  There was a storm of hostility over Kjærlighedens 
2 Peer Gynt was first published in 1867 as a play in verse, and was first performed in 1876.   
3 “gare à l’obus!" “Watch out for the bombshell!” 
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Komedie4 (Love’s Comedy).  The shrewd author—there is something reminiscent of von 
Bismarck’s composure about him—sent yet another piece5 home, more audacious, more 
controversial.  But he dressed it up: he put it on stage.  And the crowds flocked to it, and they 
enjoyed themselves.  They saw themselves before them, live on stage, and enjoyed themselves 
anyway.  That is the witty, marvelous Ibsen!  Likewise, gifted book reviewers have dredged a 
number of works by our Nordic writers up from the murky depths of the forgotten to a life, a 
reception that they did not enjoy back when they were new.  Kjærlighedens Komedie, for 
example, and it caused a sensation.  Moreover, Den Engelske Lods6
 Therefore, any cause that bears a great message to humanity must by no means place trust 
in its “silent power.”  It must have arms to embrace it, wings to soothe, eyes and words to flatter.  
Above all, it must play upon a mechanism that here in our oppressive, foggy atmosphere is 
always in disrepair: People’s smile and laughter muscles.  Poor, sad, boring, always inconvenient 
women’s cause, where can you get all this?   
 (The English Pilot) by 
Wergeland, which barely ten ladies had read while the poet was alive, filled a large auditorium 
with an audience of “ecstatic” ladies.  Poor Wergeland, how happy wouldn’t a smile from a 
single such ecstatic reader have made him!   
 Stuart Mill’s book7
                                                 
4 Kjærlighedens Komedie,a rhymed play, was Ibsen’s first to take place in a modern setting.  It was first published in 
1862 to negative reviews in Norway, but after Brand’s Danish success in 1865 the provocative comedy was 
rediscovered and reissued in Denmark.  However, the play’s first performance took place in Christiania in 1873.  
Collett is pointing out that Brand, Peer Gynt, and Kjærlighedens Komedie were not well received by critics in his 
fatherland, Norway, when they were first published.     
 is excellent, but it suffers from the same problem as all weighty 
books in our day: that no one reads them.  Maybe it’s read in England, and by a few ladies in 
Sweden.  It will probably get least recognition in Denmark, for the same reason that the country 
is the last place where the women’s movement gained a foothold.  Living conditions are so 
5 De unges forbund (The League of Youth), written for the stage in prose, was first published and performed in 1869.  
6 Den engelske Lods, an epic poem by Henrik Wergeland, was first published in 1844. 
7 Collett’s footnote in 1872: “Om Kvindernes Underkuelse” (The Subjection of Woman). 
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pleasant there.  This ease of existence somewhat extends to women, so that their circumstances 
don’t awaken discontent, and much less action.  Those demand both the sacrifice and the 
struggle devoted to a matter seen as critical.  
 Even less can we expect the greedy, those who skim off the cream of life for 
themselves—we venture to use this characterization without fear of misinterpretation—to take 
the initiative in a cause that is a direct attack on their old and established rights.  Their resistance 
can be detected wherever this cause is brought up.  Almost all of these, whose opinions I have 
had the opportunity to hear—well-versed, educated individuals, honorable husbands, gifted 
speakers—have adopted, when it comes to the great question of womanhood, a more or less 
mandarin-like position.  I have personally known only two enlightened exceptions.  The sun had 
not yet begun to shine on our cause when these men lived, that sun that brings the idea to fruition 
and ripens it for action.  One, the man who was my support during our all-too-brief marriage, the 
man whom I knew longest and best in my life, was also the most honorable.  The other was 
Johan Ludvig Heiberg.  His opinions and insights on the subject of women’s human rights were 
to true liberation as Fulton’s experiments were to the fully developed steam engine.  His 
Valgerda 8 serves as an example of an admirable, somewhat successful women’s-cause 
locomotive.  It is an anachronism, and it can even be damaging to perform this play.  Had 
Heiberg written Valgerda today, he would have let Judith play the role of Valgerda.9
 Some may find it rather surprising that Sweden has gone before the other Scandinavian 
countries with our cause.  However, if we apply our hypothesis regarding how conditions in 
Denmark have hindered emancipation, we can easily draw a conclusion about how our Swedish 
  
                                                 
8 Valgerda: A romantic comedy that was first published and performed in 1847. 
9 Collett’s footnote in 1892: “The young woman, the heroine in the piece, is falsely accused of being emancipated in 
the Old Norse valkyrie style, but she develops—to her beloved’s great relief— into a tame, correct little lady of her 
time.”  
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neighbors could have supported and enhanced it, namely, women’s inversely greater need.  The 
moral schism between man and woman, one could contend, was no narrower in that country than 
in other places.  Did the Swedish women, for reasons unknown to us, decide that this schism was 
wide, that it threatened to become too wide?  That home and private life, this “sacred place of 
safety” that was woman’s domain, was anything but safe and sacred?  They screamed for air, for 
escape.  Men’s consciences were moved.  The Swedes are honorable people; they immediately 
made concessions, and their concessions were grand and chivalrous.10
 The Norwegian part of the Union could not easily remain untouched by these events in 
their brother land.  They trailed slowly after, somewhat like a bear following the tracks of a flock 
of frightened reindeer.  Our cause has as much promise as any noble cause in our Storting, where 
the members are satisfied with themselves if they simply put in appearances and can form a 
quorum.  Even so, the movement does not face a completely hopeless future.  There is hope for 
it.  Young cultures always offer a better chance that something new can emerge, compared to 
older, that have left their time for blossoming behind.  Therefore, it would not be at all surprising 
if questions about animal abuse or the oppression of women could gain a head start in the most 
hyperborean of our Nordic countries. 
 
 The misfortune is that here as everywhere, the women’s cause is forced into women’s 
hands.  I know no man here in Scandinavia who seriously has raised his voice for it.  It rests 
upon a delusion—under which the stronger just barely conceal their indifference—that the 
weaker shall lead their own cause.  Women themselves must speak out, some say.  As long as 
                                                 
10 The Swedish novelist and proponent of improved rights for  women, Fredrika Bremer, exposed  women’s lack of 
freedom in her novel Hertha (1856).  This sparked what is called “The Hertha Debate” in the Swedish Parliament 
the same year.  The debate led to the passage of a law two years later that gave unmarried women the right to handle 
their own  economic and legal affairs.  In 1861,the Swedish government established a university for women teachers 
patterned after a fictional school in Hertha.  In 1862, women of legal majority gained the right to vote in municipal 
elections.  
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they remain silent, it is proof that their demands are unjustified.  But we turn this around and say: 
That women remain silent is one of the strongest proofs we possess that their demands are 
justified.  We would have little ground to complain if we had reached the point where we both 
could and would speak.  The great majority of women are silent because oppression, handed 
down from generation to generation, has robbed them of the ability to comprehend this injustice 
under which they groan.  If this dead mass emits any sign of life, it is most likely a united scream 
that implores, “In the name of God, do not let in light or air.”  Remaining are the few who love 
air and light, and who would like to speak, if they could, in the way they would like to. 
 A day will come when our cause will break free on its own.  Awareness of its right will 
then have permeated the entire atmosphere of society.  We will breathe it in the air, it will fly 
like flower pollen with the wind, invisible, indefinable, and with irresistible power, it will grip 
everyone, both the oppressors and the oppressed.  Then, when everyone’s ears are ready to listen, 
it will make no difference who speaks, man or woman.   
 Is this time far away?  I will not experience it.  Nevertheless, I know this: Every time a 
man raises his voice in support of our cause, thousands of fruit-bearing seeds shake loose and 
carry us decades closer to fulfillment.    
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6.2 Notes on Translation 
of 
“Om Kvinden og Hendes Stilling” 
(“On The Status of Woman”) 
Complex Text 
 In the opening paragraph of this essay, Camilla Collett uses lofty words to explain how to 
convey a message designed to engage and persuade.  It is important to awaken a receptive frame 
of mind in a reader, especially if the matter at hand calls for deep thought and personal sacrifice.  
Later, she points out the paradox in John Stuart’s Mill’s The Subjection of Woman: While his 
ideas are outstanding, his words are weighty.  Thus, nobody reads his book.   
 In formulating her own argument, however, Collett’s use of lofty words and intricate 
formulations nearly ensnare her in the weighty words trap.  For a twenty-first century reader, her 
long sentences of multiple phrases, clauses, and asides tend to make her argument impenetrable.  
Her opening three sentences (S1, S2, S3), where she establishes her thesis, contain in the original 
Norwegian,  
S1: 26 words.  Structure: simple sentence: phrase/clause/phrase. 
S2: 49 words.  Structure: compound sentence: clause with interjected phrase/conjunction/ 
clause with interjected phrase/subordinate clause. 
S3: 55 words.  Structure: compound sentence: clause with interjected 
phrase/conjunction/clause with two interjected phrases/subordinate clause/clause. 
I employed several strategies to simplify these sentences.  First, I looked for points to divide the 
two compound sentences each into two sentences.  While I was able to do so with the second 
sentence, the unified argument building to a conclusion in the third sentence made dividing it 
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inadvisable.  I was, however, able to construct a repeating pattern for the two subordinate (if) 
clauses that sequentially build to the concluding clause.   
Clause with one interjected phrase/conjunction/subordinate (if) clause with one 
interjected phrase/subordinate (if) clause with one interjected phrase/clause.   
This alteration in sentence structure makes it easier for the reader to follow Collett’s argument.   
 The final word count for the English translations of the three sentences is 22, 37, and 56.  
While I was able to reduce the word numbers in the first two sentences, in reorganizing the 
pattern of the third sentence I added one word. 
 My second strategy was to look for Norwegian phrases that could be simplified or 
replaced with a single word in English.  The nature of the two languages makes this option 
possible.  English conveys in a single word concepts that Norwegian expresses in word 
combinations.  For example, “humanity” is equivalent to den store Menneskehed.   
 As with all translation from Norwegian to English, I looked for passive constructions—
popular in Norwegian—that I could rephrase into active and negative expressions that I could 
make positive.   
 While Collett continues her long opening paragraph with examples that support her 
thesis, I end the paragraph with the short sentence that follows the three opening sentences: “In 
this, most people resemble a child who has to be cajoled and bullied into taking its medicine.”  
This simple conclusion, which draws upon an everyday, domestic scene, drives home the point 
of Collett’s thesis. 
Henrik Ibsen 
 I selected this piece to translate because it expresses Collett’s ideas about the status of 
women and marks a change in Collett’s style.  In addition, she draws upon works by Henrik 
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Ibsen to illustrate her ideas about how to reach the public.  Since educated English-speaking 
readers are acquainted with Ibsen’s plays, this connection between Collett and Ibsen helps to 
contextualize Collett’s work as an early feminist.   
 Several translation problems arose in the section that refers to Ibsen’s Brand, Peer Gynt, 
and Kjærlighedens Komedie (Love’s Comedy).  Collett is speaking about a specific time, before 
1872, when these works were written and published.  She implicitly points out that none of these 
works were performed, while a subsequent work, which she does not name, was performed on 
stage in Norway.  I decided the best way to incorporate the missing information that is important 
for a twenty-first century reader’s understanding of Collett’s Ibsen example was to add footnotes 
with the missing name, De unges forbund (The League of Youth), and the pertinent dates.   
 I include in the text itself the English titles in parentheses after the Norwegian names of 
works that Collett discusses.  I do so because most English readers do not understand 
Norwegian, and I do not think that a simple translation of a title interferes with the flow of 
Collett’s prose.  I include both of Collett’s own footnotes, one of which is the Norwegian title of 
the work by Mill to which she refers.  I added the original English title to the footnote.   
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6.3 Renewal of Inspiration and Style 
in 
“Om Kvinden og Hendes Stilling” 
(“On The Status of Woman”) 
 
Introduction 
 In 1872 and 1873, Collett published the final two volumes in her Sidste Blade (Last 
Leaves) collection.  The 1872 volume, Sidste Blade, 2den og 3de Række (Last Leaves, Parts Two 
and Three), was the last major work where she retained her anonymity, and she signs the 1873 
volume “Camilla Collett.”  Both contain articles, epistles, lectures, poems, and essays, including 
“Om Kvinden og Hendes Stilling” (1872), that are designed to appeal to both women and men 
by means of forceful arguments that incorporate reason, humor, satire, and emotion.  What is 
missing is her Romantic idealism.  
 Collett’s opening paragraph in “Om Kvinden og Hendes Stilling” marks a change in style 
from her previous essays.  She abandons her light introductions that she used to capture the 
reader’s attention, that is, the topical observations and word plays in “Nogle 
Strikketøisbetragtninger,” and the charming domestic scene played out over a dead fish in En 
Undersøisk Debat.  Instead, she begins formally, proposing that writers must present unpopular 
causes in an engaging manner that will awaken people’s compassion.  She primarily writes in the 
third person to universalize her topic, but she occasionally uses the first person singular and 
plural to share her personal experience and thoughts, as well as to speak on behalf of all women.  
She writes this essay to persuade, but, despite her best efforts, an undertone of defiance breaks 
through.  After the reception of John Stuart Mill’s Subjection of Women, Collett has concluded 
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that women will not be liberated without the help of men, but she cannot totally repress her 
anger.  She is angry with men, women, and her homeland.   
Criticism 
 During the 1870s, Camilla Collett published four polemical books on women’s 
subservient status that differed radically in literary form from her earlier fictional writings and 
travel essays.  Criticism of these collections of essays, aphorisms, poems, and letters focuses on 
the ramifications of her change in writing style and the way she more directly addresses the 
woman question.   
 Ellen Key, a young contemporary of Collett who would become one of Sweden’s most 
prominent feminist authors, discusses how Collett’s style change, although regrettable, is 
essential in order to bring force to her feminist message.  Key, in her first literary essay, 
published in Volume XVI of the Swedish women’s magazine Tidsskrift för hemmet (Magazine 
for the Home) in 1874 and signed simply “e,” acknowledges that Collett has a had lonely 
struggle against warped views of love and marriage, but still finds her personally aggrieved tone 
in the Sidste Blade series irritating.  She regrets that a writer who can paint with words in soft, 
melting colors has exchanged the brush for the probe, no longer thinking in pictures, but in 
oppositions and comparisons, truths and falsehoods, and what is and what should be.  Key then 
supports Collett’s change in style as necessary, arguing that what it loses in pleasure it gains in 
power.  Collett needs to write as she does because she comes with the sword, inciting others to 
free themselves.  Thus, she is in tune with the future.  Key praises her as one who plows the 
gloomy autumn fields to prepare them for spring planting and summer growth (Lange 199-200).    
 Lorentz Dietrichson, the first professor of art history at the University of Christiania, was 
a productive scholar whose research also included literary history.  He took an active role in the 
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development of cultural institutions in Norway, and also engaged himself in the women’s 
movement.  He can be seen as a man who responded to Collett’s call in “Om Kvinden og Hendes 
Stilling.”  In his book Camilla Collett og hendes Indlæg i Kvindesagen (Camilla Collett and her 
Contribution to the Women’s Movement) (1894), he praises her for the high quality of her 
writing and her mission to improve the lives of women.  He characterizes her story-telling 
technique as appealing, and her polemics as sharp and dangerous.  Speaking of the 1872 volume 
of Sidste Blade, he emphasizes that her aphorisms express the core of all her writings.  
Addressing the change in her writing style in this work, which was not generally popular, he 
points out that while readers highly value her works of fiction, her attacks are important.  They 
have a logical core that makes them impossible to refute (7). 
 According to Anna Caspari Agerholt in Den norske kvinnebevegelsens historie (History 
of the Women’s Movement in Norway), first published in 1937, the new ideas of the 1870s that 
Collett disseminated in these books led to a more radical women’s movement in the decades that 
followed.  Agerholt, speaking from the point of view of a historian of the feminist movement, 
emphasizes Collett’s increased production and change in approach: “She develops a rich literary 
production, and her criticism of male institutions takes on a more aggressive and braver tone” 
(27).   
 Francis Bull, in Volume IV of the 1957 edition of Norsk Litteraturhistorie, places Collett 
among the Modern Breakthrough writers who responded to Georg Brandes’s call to expose 
modern social problems.  Speaking of the content and style of the Sidste Blade volumes of 1872 
and 1873, he concludes that she writes to expose men’s tyranny and egotism, and to expose 
women’s failure to perceive the wretchedness of their own lives.  To reach both female and male 
readers, she “plays many strings,” varying between irony and pathos, humor and rage, reason and 
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emotion (101-102). 
 These four critics—along with later second-wave feminist scholars—point out her bolder, 
braver tone and her willingness to attack male hegemony, whether it manifests itself in 
individual men or male institutions.  Moreover, all of them support her cause and defend her 
change in style as justified by the importance of her cause.  Ellen Key comments on the style and 
structure of the 1872 and 1873 volumes of Sidste Blade, and Dietrichson, Agerholt, and Bull take 
into account her later production, as well.  This marks a change from the contemporaneous 
criticism of her earlier works, where she had been praised her fictional style and condemned her 
tendency to “complain” about the repression of women.  Social change, as well as a change in 
Collett’s style, is evident in the critical evaluation of her works in the 1870s.   
 Since she abandoned fiction for the essay in the 1870s, according to the literary historian 
Per Thomas Andersen in his 2001 literary history Norsk Litteraturhistorie, Collett cannot be 
categorized as a Realist author in the Norwegian canon (205-206).  But Andersen is alone among 
Norwegian literary historians in excluding Camilla Collett from the category of Modern 
Breakthrough writers and her works from 1872 forward from Realism’s canon.  His predecessors 
all discuss Collett’s later works as an evolution in her literary production to a more direct 
discussion of the nature of women’s repression.  This evolution was in tune with the times.  
Brandes had called upon Danish and Norwegian writers to focus on the problem rather than the 
ideal, and, at the same time, men and women were engaging in the call for improved rights for 
women.  Among the women, Collett was the most persuasive writer.  Moreover, she continued to 
write poetry and short stories.  The question of whether her essays are “literature” can be 
resolved by looking closely at the nature and progression of Collett’s essay writing.  Rather than 
adhering to the logical organization and rational discussion of the formal essay, Collett’s mixture 
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of fictional frames, personal elements, biting wit, and use of the first and second person pronouns 
places them stylistically in the literary category of informal essay, with its origin in Montaigne’s 
Essai.  Her first published piece, “Nogle Strikketøisbetragtninger,” was an informal essay.11  
After that, she wrote short stories and one novel before she published her memoir, I de Lange 
Nætter, in 1862.  Subsequently, she primarily wrote informal essays with social commentary 
from a woman’s point of view.  In En Undersøisk Debat12
 “Om Kvinden og Hendes Stilling” is Collett’s opening essay in the 1872 volume that is 
the marker for her change.  Looking closely at this essay, however, I detect tentativeness in 
Collett’s approach.  She is writing a persuasive essay designed to improve the condition of 
women, but she struggles to find the right balance.  Rather than bold, she is indirect.  She 
hesitates to name her cause, and when she praises who and what advances it, she sometimes 
neglects to name them.  Moreover, her attacks lack strategic planning.  Instead, they 
unexpectedly bubble to the surface in the form of raw anger and imprecise irony.  I propose that 
this essay is her first, crucial step towards a powerful and direct style that will propel women’s 
emancipation forward. 
 she indirectly criticized a 
contemporary political decision, by means of satire and a fictional frame narrative.  In her 
periodical essays, such as the articles first published in Illustrerte Nyhedsblad, she writes with a 
light hand to inform and entertain.  Sidste Blade, 2den og 3de Række marks a stylistic turning 
point.  In tune with the times, many of her essays take on a stronger and more openly polemical 
diction and style than is present in her earlier works.  However, Collett never wholly abandoned 
her informal essay form when she adopted a confrontational manner of expression.    
                                                 
11 “Nogle Strikketøisbetragtninger” is reprinted in 1873 in Sidste Blade 4de og 5te Række.  My English translation 
of this essay, followed by the preface Collett published in 1873, is in Chapter 2.1 of this work. 
12 En Undersøisk Debat is also reprinted in Sidste Blade 4de og 5te Række. 
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Appeal to Men 
 Collett begins her essay with a general appeal to readers in an effort to enlist their support 
.  She refers to the cause of women obliquely, as the challenge to humanity that calls for 
sacrifice.  This reference is woven in between persuasive words and phrases designed to call 
forth the best qualities in her readers: “quiet, deep reflection,” “beautiful and profound,” 
“pleasant, animated manner,” “compassion,” and “inspire.”  She is making an appeal to men who 
enjoy, or have abused, power to share their advantages with their wives and daughters.  She feels 
forced to do this because women have not risen to her repeated appeals to improve their own 
lives.   
 Collett mingles affirmative statements about men throughout her essay, even attributing 
positive qualities to men who have not (yet) engaged themselves on behalf of women.  She 
describes these who have assumed “a mandarin-like position” as “well-versed,” “educated,” 
“honorable,” and “gifted.”  So far, they have merely failed to apply their excellence to working 
for better rights for women.  She encourages men to live up to the praise she showers on them 
and furnishes them with examples of ways to improve the lives of women.  Collett supplies the 
names of three prominent, enlightened men who can serve as models for those who are inspired 
to rise to her call.  Two of them, her husband Jonas, and Johan Ludvig Heiberg, have already 
passed away, but they both were close to her and helped her perfect her writing skills and get her 
work published.  In speaking of her husband, she uses the “I” form to share her personal 
memories with her readers.  The third model is Henrik Ibsen.  In his comedy that she does not 
name, she sees a playwright who possesses the wit and talent to reach his audiences by making 
them laugh at their own foibles.  She likely detects that Ibsen is a potential ally in her struggle to 
bring to light what happens to women behind the closed doors of private homes.   
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 Collett refers to this comedy and one other decisive piece that advances women’s 
emancipation, but, surprisingly, she does not name them.  This led me to name them in footnotes 
in my translation.  Both pieces, Ibsen’s De unges forbund (The League of Youth), first published 
and staged in 1869, and Hertha (1856), a novel by the Swedish author and feminist Fredrika 
Bremer, advocate equal status of men and women in marriage.  Hertha already had led to the 
passage of laws that benefitted women. 
Selma 
 De unges forbund is Ibsen’s first play to use modern colloquial dialogue.  It is a comedy 
about a small town politician’s double-dealing, with many stock characters, subplots, and topical 
references recognizable to audiences of the times.  According to Michael Meyer, this play was a 
success, especially in Norway, and was the most frequently performed of Ibsen’s plays in the 
nineteenth century (310-314).  The most important character for the future of drama and 
women’s emancipation is Selma Brattsburg, a prototype for Nora.  Selma, learning that her 
husband has not shared his financial worries with her, but has tried to protect her from an adult’s 
problems, feels deceived.  She leaves him, declaring in words that presage Nora, “You dressed 
me like a doll; you played with me like a grownup plays with a child” (own translation).  Later in 
the play they happily reunite, thus forestalling the scandal Nora later caused.  For Ibsen, this play 
was the key to how he could reach a receptive audience for his future, more provocative works, 
many of which focused on middle-class women’s subjugated lives.  Collett is writing an essay 
about the importance of works that can influence their readers and spark change.  With her keen 
eye for any piece of literature about women, she surely would have recognized the potential of a 
character like Selma.  Why, then, does she not name even the play, let alone Selma?  After all, 
according to Meyer, George Brandes did, and he encouraged Ibsen to use the character of Selma 
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as a central figure in a future play (314).  I propose that Collett did not furnish the name of the 
play because Selma first left her husband only to reconcile with him at the end of the play. While 
Collett may have been a radical in her defense of women, she held conservative beliefs about 
marriage and the mutual obligation of husbands and wives to remain faithful to their marriage 
vows. 
Hertha   
 In yet another commentary on a unnamed work, Collett begins with a vague account of 
the collective scream of Swedish women.  In turn, it introduces a lengthy discussion about 
Swedish conduct that seems at first a problematic and confusing digression.  She neglects to 
mention any concrete event that sparked the Swedish women’s scream or the concessions that 
followed.  The specific event seems to be tangential to her point, which is to shame her 
countrymen.  She follows her discussion of the “grand and chivalrous” Swedish men with a 
criticism of Norwegian men’s reluctance to follow in their footsteps. 
 The unnamed catalyst was a novel titled Hertha, an account of the suffering of both 
daughters and wives.  Its author, Fredrika Bremer, was already a popular and established writer 
of romantic stories when she wrote this realistic novel that advocates total sharing and total 
dedication by both partners in a marriage.  It sparked immediate interest among readers that, in 
turn, led to what is called “The Hertha Debate” in the Swedish Parliament and tangible legal and 
educational improvements for unmarried women (Clark 61, Manns 136-137).  Hertha shows 
how the power of a novel can lead to real progress, but Collett’s reference to Bremer is 
extremely indirect.  Rather than refer to Sweden’s internationally known Swedish woman author, 
Collett asks in her essay, “Did the Swedish women, for reasons unknown to us, decide that this 
schism was wide, that it threatened to become too wide...?”  Collett surely was acquainted with 
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Bremer’s work, since she kept track of women’s writings in Scandinavia and Hertha was 
published the year after the second volume of Amtmandens Døtre, but she never refers to it.  
Perhaps she made this choice because her essay is an appeal for men to participate in the 
movement.  The fact that Bremer spoke out and sparked change would contradict her own point 
that women need men to ignite it.  Too, Collett may not have wanted her readers to recall the 
intense controversy that followed the publication of Hertha.  In her example, she emphasizes that 
Swedish men made concessions, although she continues to be indirect about their nature: “Men’s 
consciences were moved.  The Swedes are honorable people; they immediately made 
concessions....”  Collett does not specifically mention that the concessions were legislative acts 
that gave unmarried women improved rights and established a university for female educators.   
 Because she does not name these two works in her essay, she glosses over their true 
significance.  She puts these works on the table, but never opens them up for a discussion of 
what they reveal about women’s lives.  She never explicates how Hertha inspired immediate 
social change, and, if, in fact, she perceives that Selma in De unges forbund has the potential to 
develop into a character that can inspire generations of women trapped in unhappy marriages, 
she does not share that with her readers.  Rather, she censors the names of these two 
groundbreaking works that she uses to support her thesis. Perhaps she does this because she does 
not want her point, that these two works advanced women’s emancipation, to be lost in renewed 
debates about the merits of the pieces themselves. 
Criticism of Norway  
 Her selection of Ibsen and other authors implicitly criticizes the Norwegian 
establishment’s rejection of any writer who, either in style or in subject, breaks new ground.  She 
supports her thesis with examples taken from men’s works, beginning with two poetic dramas by 
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Ibsen.  Brand and Peer Gynt are considered by some to be the peak of poetic drama since 
Shakespeare (Meyer 311).  Nevertheless, Norwegian reviewers barely mentioned these dramas 
when they were first published, while they were praised in Denmark.  Perhaps, since Ibsen 
located them in Norway, the themes hit too close to home for Norway’s hyper-masculine culture.  
The Norwegian male characters in these plays each represent extremes of self-serving behavior.  
Moreover, the women who love them, Agnes and Solveig, are both passive, self-sacrificing 
women.  Later, in Fra de Stummes Leir (From the Encampment of the Mutes), Collett will 
discuss why Ibsen incorporated this model of women in these works, but she does not do so here.  
She mentions another Ibsen play, Kjærlighetens Komedie, that first was rejected in Norway as 
immoral, but was praised for its treatment of a provocative topic by the Danes.  Collett’s passing 
mention of the reception of Den Engelske Lods is an allusion to its author, her brother, Henrik 
Wergeland.  During his life, his enemies castigated him for his unconventional writing style.  
After his death, criticism turned to praise, and Norwegians since have lauded him for his literary 
production and his engagement in building their young nation.  Even Collett’s reference to 
Heiberg is a personal and not widely recognizable criticism of Norway.  When she was searching 
for a publisher for her novel Amtmandens Døtre, she found no guidance and support in her own 
country.  Heiberg took her under his wing and found her a Danish publisher.   
 The named and unnamed authors, plays and books serve as examples that can motivate 
and inspire change, but underneath, she is criticizing Norway for rejecting any of its own authors 
who, no matter what the topic, dare to be unconventional and disturb the status quo.  Her 
repressed anger turns violent as she describes the intransigence of the Norwegian Storting, 
equating it to a bear trailing slowly after a flock of frightened reindeer: When the Norwegian 
bear finally wears down the reindeer that represent proposals for improvement, it will kill them.     
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 After Collett flatters men, she plays on the “women are weak and helpless” trope to 
convince male readers to help women.  She plaintively asks how the “poor, sad, boring, always 
inconvenient women’s cause” can ever achieve its goal.  Later, persuasion and anger meet in a 
single paragraph when, still playing the “pitiful” theme, she says that it is a misfortune that the 
cause is forced into women’s hands, because weak women need help from the “stronger” sex, 
since they cannot speak for themselves.  Her anger surfaces when she characterizes the majority 
of women as a “dead mass” that is afraid of light and air.  Her biting, ironic style and her attack 
on women who remain silent subvert her earlier appeal for help.  Here she finds it impossible to 
ask the oppressors to help those they have oppressed, and she condemns the women who are 
complicit in their own oppression.   
 She obliquely shows the intensity of her repressed rage earlier in her essay when she 
proposes that had Heiberg written his play in1872, he would let Judith play the role of Valgerda.  
Women’s emancipation requires a Judith to cut off the head of the patriarchy that is destroying 
her sisters.  But the apocryphal Judith decapitates Holofernes to save all of her people, not only 
the women.  Since the men who control the power structure in Norway have so far made no 
effort to improve the lives of women, is Collett suggesting that only an ingenious and daring 
widow can accomplish that task?  The forces of Collett’s biting wit, rage, and powerful pen rise 
to the surface despite her best efforts. 
Means of Persuasion 
 As she concludes her essay, Collett resumes her persuasive pose, and appeals to men in 
yet another way.  In her final appeal to men, she uses blatant sexual imagery: “Every time a man 
raises his voice in support of our cause; thousands of fruit-bearing seeds shake loose and carry us 
decades closer to fulfillment.”  What better reward can a man desire? 
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 In this early feminist essay after Collett read Mill, the bolder voice that Key and 
Dietrichson detect is still tentative.  Most likely, she is holding back on her irony and wit because 
she wants to inspire Scandinavian men to follow Mill’s example and raise their own voices 
against the subjection of women.  As the former belle of the ball, she falls back on traditional 
female methods of persuasion: flattery of the male, helplessness of the female, and the promise 
of sexual reward.  Only Selma voices the true reward of equality in marriage, a full partner to 
share in life’s good and bad times.  However, that occurs in Ibsen’s not even named play, not in 
Collett’s essay. 
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CHAPTER 7 
FRA DE STUMMES LEIR: 
“Kvinden I Literaturen. 1ste Afdeling: Indledning” 
(FROM THE ENCAMPMENT OF THE MUTES: 
“Woman In Literature. Part One: Introduction”) 
(1877) 
7.1 Translation 
What has occurred?  What’s happened aboard? 
What is the secretive source of this grief 
That has halted all acts, words, will, and belief? 
Has a boat gone down? Is there danger about? 
No.  All is well.  Nothing is wrong. 
But hope and joy are lost, and there is no song. 
Why?  Oh, because of a growing doubt, 
There is a rumor spreading about, 
Making its way towards the stern from the prow, 
There’s a corpse in the cargo down under the bow. 
What, my friend, do you want me to say? 
Didn’t you notice a change would come? 
Didn’t you sense that the tide would turn, 
Carrying safety and solace away, far away?  
For what reason is not yet clear, 
But when I find out I’ll make sure you hear.     (“A letter in rhyme” by Ibsen.)   
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 How far have we truly come with our calls for emancipation, with our women's 
committees, with numerous preambles of high praise in support of our cause?  We will see.  
Society has devised a few ways for women to make their own living when they do not wish to be 
supported, as in earlier days, as—alas, all too often burdensome— hangers on in a family.  
Teachers’ colleges and industrial arts schools have been founded, yes, even reading circles where 
a woman can stimulate her mind after an exhausting day of work or a perhaps equally enervating 
day of idleness.  We would be very ungrateful not to give these boons the acknowledgement they 
deserve.  A few decades ago we had nothing.  Then the mere thought of attaining any of these 
benefits would have seemed like asking the moon to come down from heaven.   
 However, upon deeper reflection, these hard-won gains seem to be only palliatives, 
soothing measures that, sooner or later, will expose their own inadequacy.  Struggles to 
ameliorate woman's lot have begun on the surface and come to rest there.  They should have 
originated from within, building upon and supporting each other.  Therefore, these measures will 
have no lasting influence on her status in society: they are built on a quagmire.   
 We need to open our eyes to our deepest need.  Our truest, most innate need is for 
morality, which lies crushed and must be revived, and our most profound need is for awareness 
that this deep need remains ungratified on every level. 
 Awareness of our worth as human beings, that our human rights lie trampled in the dust 
and dirt demanding to regain their rightful place, must first be awakened.  Not only in the 
individual, no, it must be an electric current flowing through everyone.  Indignation, a sacred and 
rightful rage, is lacking in us and first must be ignited.  
 “Other times, other ways,” the saying goes. “Other times, other qualities, other virtues,” I 
say instead, and this applies to no one more than woman herself, so that she will not continue 
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throughout eternity to be a stationary cog in the universal mechanism.  Every era makes new 
demands on her.  The worn out, all-too-well-known litany of only negative virtues and ideals 
needs reforming.  Only the feminine ideal, as we all know, has been fixated in concepts such as: 
tolerate, bear, suffer, be silent—in short, in absolute self-sacrifice.  This aspect of woman's 
nature can be charming, no one can deny that.  So long as the world exists, it will have a certain 
role to play.  But it cannot fulfill it, it has never been able to, and it has sickened in the attempt, 
sickened in its own inadequacy.  This principle of self-sacrifice has made its mark on a great 
number of women, leaving a dull indifference for everything that does not affect their own little 
world of self-inflicted torments.  In many others, we see this indifference turn into a complete 
mollusk-like lack of concern for any injustice that could soften them, while they hold onto the 
belief that through this, they have succeeded in becoming paragons of the ideal woman.  “Put up 
with everything” is their secret solution.  It is sad to observe the effect this forbearing “put up 
with everything” has on its surroundings.  It eats away like moths eat wool.  Her behavior infects 
her husband and children, servants and subordinates.  No zest for duty, no enthusiasm or 
resilience can stand up against its pulverizing, slowly disintegrating power.  Furthermore, just as 
it eats away on a small scale, it infests and eats away at the greater social organism.   
 I hear the objection.  It is frothing about like a current of water finally released, but it is 
not Christian doctrine.  Christianity’s demand for denial and self-sacrifice is unequivocally 
reciprocal, and we cannot refuse to acknowledge this basic tenet if we otherwise want to call 
ourselves Christians.  If one of the Christians in a union frees himself from this mutual 
obligation, he then heaps it twice over onto the other, the weaker half.  Has the winner, then, 
really gained anything?  We do not believe so.  This femininity, developed under unnatural 
pressure, has led to neither the ennoblement nor the happiness of the beneficiary.  It seems we all 
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agree, however, on who is to blame for this form of femininity: the overindulgent mother.  Yes, 
she has the same responsibility for bringing up the world as one blindly permissive mother has 
for her own child's degeneration.  This laxness has made the male uncivilized and cruel, and it 
has inhibited the development of humanity as a whole, possibly setting it back hundreds of years.  
What if that is the fundamental reason why we still have evil in our society, and the reason why 
new evils that are travesties of humanity continue to evolve?  Dare we declare with certainty that 
the atrocities of bullfighting and war, religious fanaticism, Mormonism,1
 This femininity that, for all too long and all too willingly, simply has been borne; this 
unhealthy as it is untruthful femininity has now played out its role.  It can no longer hold back 
through force of habit what has now been freed from restraints.  Time is short, it is shouting 
aloud for other qualities, other powers in woman than overt, negating, self-denial.  Time is short.  
There is no use in hiding it any more: Joy and comfort are lost to the people, from the depths 
urgent, frightened voices are reverberating, and the noise of the world soon will no longer be 
able to drown them out.  They are calling for woman—time is short—they need all the riches 
within her that have been dismissed as worthless.  
 and prostitution serving 
the privileged do not have their basis in the fact that woman has been denied participation in 
society's important endeavors?  When she has been assigned instead the role of bearer of 
burdens, a role that she, alas, has accepted all too willingly and all too long?  
 But she herself must learn to comprehend her importance.  She must be aware that 
enslavement's “time is up” and that she belongs to life and to the struggle—the struggle with its 
responsibilities and dangers, but also with its rewards and victory.  Is the time for her awakening 
at hand, or must she continue her wandering through fogs and false hopes?  But when it finally 
dawns, this awakening, this time of clarity, the reckoning will not be kind.  When this cause is on 
                                                 
1This reflects beliefs generally held in nineteenth-century Scandinavia about the practice of polygamy. 
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everyone's lips, when it is openly proclaimed and discussed,  instead of being hidden away in the 
corner as it is now, when all forms of literature, short stories, novels, comedies and dramas, take 
up the cause and strive to bring it forth!—  A court case held before the bar for all the world to 
witness!  Can you conceive of it?  One member of the partnership “humanity” suing the other, 
for age-old injustices and betrayals.  Mrs. Eve Homo sapiens vs. Mr. Adam, for thousands of 
years of oppression and abuse of power! 
 But sisters, womankind, for the right to testify, for the right to judge, certain documents 
must be examined.  So, I will point out some of these documents to you, these most deceitful 
sources of information: there is life, which bustles around us, there is history, there is literature, 
and the fashionable novel.  Yes, the novel.  The time now has come to pass, when women will 
seize the novel, not for idle dreaming, but for enlightenment, for awakening, as testimony. 
 “The novel!” you will ask, “We should use it as a source of enlightenment about our 
place in society?” 
 Yes, where else will we find out about ourselves if not from the novel, or fiction in 
general?  Open any book on any subject, philosophy, theology, culture, or literary history; 
women are not mentioned except in passing.  We can read endless commentaries about 
arguments and decrees influencing ecclesiastical and secular decisions.  Woman—in spite of 
indisputably making up half of the concerned party in, for instance, wedding and marriage—has 
no voice, has no more part in these than livestock in a stall.  Only she must blindly obey these 
statutes adopted without her vote.  A recently published European literary history consists of an 
overwhelming quantity of known and unknown male names, but only two female, as if it had 
been impossible to pass them by: Mmm. de Staël and George Sand.  An honor which they indeed 
have to pay for by seeing themselves adorned with the most peculiar merits, labeled as mannish, 
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and otherwise skillfully belittled.  We ourselves have Nordic literary reviews and anthologies 
where women are invariably omitted as nonexistent.   
 History is a bit at a loss because it cannot entirely—as it would so like to do—eliminate 
women.  Specifically, the history of Denmark is forced to inform us that the only three 
representatives of the weaker sex who have sat on the throne of Denmark as absolute rulers were 
great leaders who have left behind themselves distinguished reputations, both as women and as 
regents.  Danish men have expressed their appreciation for this in a quite remarkable way, by 
later amending the law to bar future women from Thyra, Filippa, and Margaretha’s throne. 
 No, the novel in the end will remain the most reliable source from which we can glean 
any knowledge about woman's place in society.  We can at least trace the effects of the laws 
which she has had no voice in making: we are admitted into the court where this use of power's 
most restrictive bands and shackles, opinion and law, bind her.  We can follow with ease the 
entire proceedings used to condemn her if she does not blindly obey the rules.  The novel is a 
reflection of life, while life takes from the novel what it can use and carries it further.   
 “The novel!” you young people will say, “Precisely that which we are not allowed to 
read, that which we must read in hiding!” 
 True.  Once people were afraid, even more than now, of the effect it could have on 
youthful imagination.  A sorrowful confession about how naively we construed what we read.  A 
sorrowful confession about how naive we ourselves were.  We feared that a few pathetic 
illusions might later endanger the domestic tranquility.  No one thought that the day would come 
when the danger would be that illusions would no longer blind us, when a great deal of what was 
supposed to blind us would be exposed in its true light.  Thus the astonishment, bordering on 
rage, which was evoked by Aurore Dudevant’s early novels.  She dared to rip the veil from too 
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much that shouldn’t be exposed to the clear light of day.  Once the role the novel played in 
women's lives was under discussion.  Now it is time to look at the subject from the other side.  
Let’s now open our eyes to how woman's role in life is portrayed in the novel.   
 It is not edifying.  Novels furnish only all-too-sorrowful illustrations of woman's place in 
everyday life.  They reveal as in a mirror the whole, frightening truth.  In this mirror, we see how 
man's kindred spirit and beloved spouse, this help meet given to him by God, has been forced far 
below her lofty place, an eternally hunted prey for the lust and passions of the stronger.  We will 
see her—the more refined society becomes—drawn deeper and deeper down into the realm of 
materialism, pursuing the prize with the least reward.  She, herself, is turned into an artistic 
culinary product which, it can be said without exaggeration, is served up according to the 
changing tastes and fashions of the time, always struggling against humiliation, fluctuating 
between resigned stupor and wild despair, but leaving traces of tears and suffering everywhere. 
 Heine, in cynical arrogance, once stooped to the lowest form of analogy.  He institutes 
somewhere in his Salon some highly piquant comparisons between the different nations’ women 
and their—kitchens.  This is done in a tone of complete innocence, displaying a naïve depravity.  
He shows hardly a trace of awareness that he is committing a universal crime.  Contemporary 
novels from that region overflow with things of a similar nature; sometimes a ripe piece of fruit, 
sometimes another delicacy to tempt the palate.  In a certain German novel we have come to—
“appetizing, white, female flesh.”  In short, we find here in plain language an indication of her 
main function in international society, what kind of power she should strive to attain, what is of 
the highest importance to win, what she has been and still is: potential pleasure for her master.  
This humiliating comparison pervades, even without words, in every epoch we turn our eyes 
towards, no matter what our point of view.  Let’s only go back as far as the last half of the 
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previous century; in how many guises hasn’t femininity had to dress, according to the tastes and 
pleasures of the time.  We see it interchangeably borrowing its mannerisms from Rococo's 
candied, bon-bon box eroticism, Wertherian Butterbrod infatuation, and Ossian vol-au-vent.  
Merely as a suggestion, however, as if a remnant of a chivalrous modesty tried to conceal behind 
charming pictures and manners of speaking, an impression of feminism welcoming her own 
time.  It was our century, our time that was destined to tear the veil from the idea and to 
audaciously put it in words.  The past's eroticism, however depraved it was, nonetheless always 
compared its heroines to some ideal, at times the vegetative, at other times in the living world.  
Men called upon angels and sylphs, gazelles, and swans, every aspect of flowers was 
exhausted—in our age's Romanticism we can find depictions of womanly perfection everywhere, 
down to menus and gastronomy's latest manifestos. 
 But back to the novel.  In the generation after the revolution, it fell to exiles, still living 
far from their native land—in a way favored, since they thus avoided Napoleon's unmediated 
iron fist—to support the reawakening of literature, and with it a new kind of woman.  However, 
these were melancholy people, these emigrants, hard-tested by boredom, apathy, and all sorts of 
disappointments.  These worms had slowly eaten away the best parts of them: faith, love, 
enthusiasm, leaving only a sickly sense of pride and an insatiable self-worship.  This does not 
apply to Mme. de Staël, who primarily is known as one of the literary emigrants, but it applies so 
much more to the men who were writing.  Their secret solution was: If we only could love, if we 
only could believe, believe in something.  They called for action, for battle, and then full of 
skepticism, as anti-Christian in belief as it is possible to be, they set themselves up as champions 
of the deposed religion.  Incapable of loving, they threw themselves upon the novel as a means to 
express passion.  The old way of cooking up heroines did not, however, satisfy the taste of these 
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malcontented, blasé minds.  They called for something highly-flavored, spicier, and more 
complex.  So they created the full of character, controlled-but-passionate woman, who 
simultaneously incites, intoxicates, and resists—this century's feminine figure.  Of course these 
heroines will above all be loved and fall in love with these Knights of the Sorrowful 
Countenance, in whom certain writers so clearly recognize themselves.  But the feminine figure 
of this century had been created; she can be recognized in all the novels from this epoch, 
progressively more refined.  That is, she appears in them, but she is not portrayed as a figure to 
be reckoned with; in all cases this woman who is armed to resist will be challenged and 
conquered.   
Thus, we would only be deceiving ourselves if we, in our desire for a more independent 
womanhood, believed we were seeing the rosy dawn of respect for woman and recognition of her 
importance.  Sadly not.  Rather, it calls to mind a sporting attempt to match two equal opponents 
in an animal or cockfight—so that it will be as bloodily piquant as possible. 
Therefore, I cannot agree with those who have attempted to characterize the armed-to-
resist woman’s appearance in literature as symbolic of woman's fight against the established 
order, against society.  Such a fight would have elevated her to the position of man’s comrade-in-
arms–for he also has his battles to fight against the social order—and shown us the proud and 
beautiful sight of a fellowship.  No, if only it were true!  Even Mme. de Staël, who is always 
cited as an example, as one who has led the brave charge against the social order on behalf of her 
sex, even she swears a cowardly, sisterly oath when, in her famous aphorism at the beginning of 
Delphine, she states that a man has the right to defy opinion (the despotism of society), but a  
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woman should subjugate herself to it.2
“In the novel,” you will object, “the pleasure of our stolen hours, will we find all this 
abuse?” 
  No, it is no longer, as in the traditional novel, beside man 
that she (woman) engages in battle; it is against him, or more correctly stated, him against her; 
we see in him the personification of society's despotism—it is a duel, but alas, so unequal.  The 
poorly equipped against the heavily armed!  So, if you want to watch these battles, ranging from 
naked and blunt, bestial savagery to the most refined sadism, read novels! 
“In the novel?” the old women, our grandmothers will ask.  “The novels of our youth?”  
“In those tattered volumes, stained with tears that we adroitly concealed under our knitting?— 
Where all the women were angels and the men were, if possible, something even more exalted? 
Will we encounter our own degradation even in these?” 
Let us refresh our memories about these.  That kind of novel was nevertheless not the 
worst.  At least it indulged us with a dream.  It gave us a vision of happiness which life later 
invariably cheated us of.  They always ended, these novels, in a Bengali fire's rapture of virtue 
and love.  At least we learn from this kind of novel that we have become a little bit wiser than we 
once were.  We do not believe in these promises anymore.  The joy of love in the light of the 
Bengali fire has all too often been transformed into plain, everyday chimney soot, without love 
and happiness.  We no longer believe these promises; but we do believe in suffering, and, sisters, 
let us join together and look suffering straight in the eye and give it its true name.  Let's look and 
see if suffering isn't named injustice, humiliation, then let us see what powers are still left in us.  
Who knows, perhaps we will find the means to rise up against it, and, yes, to defeat it! 
                                                 
2 Camilla Collett added the following annotation to her essay in 1877: It is reasonable to assume that Mme. de Staël 
has simply wished to appease anger somewhat with this aphorism; how she can justify all the unspeakable misery in 
her novel, which flows from the demand that a woman blindly obey society's rules and regulations, I will leave to 
her. 
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Let us next follow the progress of literary novels, which replaced and at times walked 
side-by-side with the sentimental-deceptive portrayals of life and its manners, a literature that 
this fermenting, more critical age has influenced.  Many of these are associated with great, 
world-renowned names; they are works through which the men of our times have dictated the 
rules of our society.   
Their major improvement compared with the sentimental kind is that they disdain 
hypocrisy; they do not disguise evil.  Beginning with the writers of novels during the Emigrant 
and Restoration Period: Chauteaubriand, Constant, Mme. de Staël, followed by the Germanic 
Romantic School: Tieck, the Schlegels, Fouqué, and high above all of them and above all the 
schools, Goethe! 
Goethe, oh, I tremble at the sound of his name!…  Goethe!  He, his epoch's greatest 
magician, its greatest wizard, who with such an incomparable sense of majesty dared to cast 
poetry’s veil over immoral reality and insert its gravest offenses into his writings—who departed 
the scene as a “mere light” and left it to a completely blinded posterity to figure out the meaning 
of Dichtung und Wahrheit!  This man, who treated women's hearts like he treated his mother's 
china when as a five-year-old he entertained himself one beautiful afternoon by throwing it down 
and smashing it on the street—“Highly amusing,” it was termed, “for himself and the neighbors 
looking on.”  Yes, precisely so have his own contemporaries and later generations amused 
themselves at the sight of this famous fellow playing with women's fates—piece by piece—
surpassing one another with heartless remarks. 
France followed with Balzac, Eugène Sue, Souvestre, Hugo, and Alexander Dumas. After 
the July Revolution, the French novel gradually degenerated, sinking to a level where it was 
called “la litérature de sang et de boue.”  At the same time, a new school on the other bank of 
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the Rhine led by Gutzkow and Laube, calling itself Das junge Deutschland, seems to have 
thrown off all semblance of decency when formulating its intent.  What role women were given 
in these witty saturnalias need hardly be described.  Then Byron with his sublime, teeth-grinding 
deliriums à la fallen angel—we can't manage to count even one-tenth; but in them all is 
manifested, more or less unveiled, universal, historic inequity in all its forms, phases, and 
varieties of atrocities: What luxury of female martyrdom, what horrors of female sacrifice!  They 
deviate from each other only in what degree of sympathy can be detected for those who suffer.  
However, common to all is the lack of acknowledgement that this is based on injustice.  At least 
they don't express it.  Traces of this noble sympathy can be found first and foremost in Dickens, 
the lovable Dickens; among a number of Germans: Auerbach, Freytag; also among certain 
Frenchmen, in Souvestre, for instance, who has written a rather remarkable little collection of 
tales called L'échelle des femmes.  The reader still finds herself on a Christian battlefield: where 
blood and tears flow, but tears comfort when they mingle. 
This, however, cannot be said about the novels of our day.  Traces of such chivalry can 
be found only in a very few of them.  Novelists compete with each other in equipping their 
heroes with passions and propensities that, in reality, are not yet released in our age.  But they 
will come.  They let these characteristics appear barely hampered by the bonds of good manners 
or self-discipline, with the intent of having these complexes accepted as the norm for true 
manliness.  We find this new type with all its moral depravities ranging from a highly suspicious 
nobility and magnanimity to the most unfeigned depths, from all the refined transgressions and 
elegant denigrations of the man-of-the-world down to the whorehouse student's tricks-of-the-
trade—whoever doubts, can read!  It is easy to imagine women's role in these novels; it is simply 
a protracted, predictable struggle against this variety of male dominance, a fight that always ends 
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with their wretched submission.  This genre reaches its wildest extremes, however, in the 
writings of contemporary French novelists and their imitators.  In these, it can hardly be called 
combat anymore.  Rather, the majority of these novels bring to mind ancient Mexican temple 
carnages, and high above these offerings male despotism and egotism are enthroned, each as 
compassionless and insatiable as the multi-colored, glittering Aztec god on his dais above the 
sacrificial altar. 
These writers, translated into every language, accompanied by enthusiastic reviews, also 
have been imported to our Nordic literary world.  They are to be found on all the tables, on 
everyone's lips, and they seem to have tacitly been awarded first prize in contemporary romantic-
ethical literature.  No one has any opposing opinions.  Why shouldn't mothers be able to 
confidently place Droz and Gustave Flaubert, Cherbuliez and Spielhagen in their young 
daughters' hands, saying, “Take and read”?  Yes, just take and read, young women, but close 
your eyes and your souls to what there is to learn!  
 At the same time, certain writers from other nations seem to be more gentle towards 
women, among them Turgenev, the bachelor Jókay, Paul Heyse—Paul Heyse, that fine, amiable 
man, who nevertheless indulges himself in making a hell on earth for us women, while he on 
every single page of his suspenseful novels deprives us of any hope of an avenging heaven.  
Turgenev and Jókay usually keep to the traditional type of woman: the self-sacrificing, the self-
denying, while they portray their men as even wilder.  Their nationality curbs them somewhat, 
but bound as they are to their nations' unusual half-wild conditions, they also avoid the 
degeneration that accompanies excessive civilization.  These nations will thus more easily 
preserve an unsullied code of chivalry, and someday may tie it to the finest and noblest in 
universal culture.  To them, woman is still a martyr; it cannot be otherwise.  The entire rich 
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series of descriptions of their frequently confusing, little understood cultures overflows with the 
suffering of women.  Despite this, we still maintain that, compared with the afore-mentioned 
West-European Romanticists, a praiseworthy variation manifests itself.  Besides the fact that 
fresher air generally blows towards us from their works—when everything is polluted, an honest 
odor of pitch and onion is preferable to a poisonous salon perfume—one sees signs of sympathy 
for woman that one seeks in vain in the others.  The cry of pain that reverberates within us 
through their portrayals resonates in their own souls.  They themselves suffer with the suffering; 
there is even a glimpse of awareness, a quiet accusation against society in some of their accounts.  
They seem to sense the hollow ground that threatens to give away, sense the bottomless cleft that 
has opened between the self-sacrificing woman of the past and our era's unrestrained man.  
Nevertheless, they only see it dimly.  These authors behave towards their more famous peers, in 
the way strangers who are not quite yet robbed of all feeling act when witnessing certain 
shocking scenes in the streets of Italian cities, behaving as if they approve of the animal-
tormentor.  Their hearts are bleeding inside, but what can they do?  Like the other pitying 
travelers, they guiltily turn away.   
 Not so, the above-mentioned Western European authors.  They have clearly felt that 
traditional virtues of the heroine are a poor match for their own, uncontrollable heroes.  Thus, 
these virtues appear, only to be banished to the story's supporting characters, mothers and sisters, 
where they can be overlooked as something organically innate, but of no consequence.  For these 
stormers of the barricades, these insatiable livers of life, whose qualifications as true heroes of 
novels seem to be based upon the greatest display of violence, which they use to get everything 
they desire, there must be equivalent, not all too pliable female characters, or the story would 
quickly end.  They have revived the French Restoration’s ideal woman, only altered, yes 
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caricatured into a distorted demon.  Here we see woman in her latest guise: partly tempting 
demon, partly saint, partly siren, partly compassionate sister—fire in ice or the reverse—in short, 
we have here the ideal for every variety of Sphinx or Frou-frou.3  Suffering, however, can in no 
way be forgotten.  The wilder the struggle, the more brutal it becomes.  The goal is the same for 
all of them: the man must either subdue her and bend her stubbornness to his own will, or she 
must die, die. So these shocking dramas almost always seem to end when the fight is most 
heated.  She is thrust down, and he stands victorious in the arena, accepting the ovations.  And so 
the ancients' inexorable Pollice verso4
 And in that they apparently are right.  When gout and the demands of old men have 
replaced the storms of life, then that kind of woman won't do. 
 echoes in all of these authors' warning cries: “That's what 
will happen to them, these abnormal women who dare to be stronger than we.  We want 
resistance, we need it, to incite us, to whet our own passions on, but we will not tolerate women 
who resist us.  Such women are only acceptable when we want a battle, but they are of no use to 
us afterwards.” 
 
  
                                                 
3 A new French word from 1870 that mimics the rustling of women’s skirts.  Also, means showy or frilly 
ornamentation. 
4 Means"turned thumb,” or “thumbs down,” originally a death sentence for an enslaved gladiator defeated at the 
competitions in Imperial Rome. 
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7.2 Notes on Translation 
of 
“Kvinden i Literaturen: Indledning” 
(“Woman in Literature: Introduction”) 
Lig i Lasten 
 In his twenty-one-verse Rimbrev “Letter in Rhyme,” Ibsen uses a sailing ship and its lig i 
lasten as metaphors.  The ship represents modern Europe and the lig i lasten is something that 
Ibsen leaves undefined, saying only that it has negatively affected people, leaving them with a 
feeling of ennui and hopelessness.   
Hvad er da sket? Hvad er vel hændt ombord? 
Hvad er den gådefulde grund til trykket, 
Som lamslog sind og vilje, arm og ord? 
Er nød påfærde, -- nogen forulykket? 
Nei, ingenlunde. Alting går sin gang, --  
men uden håb og mod, og uden sang. 
Og hvorfor? Jo, fordi en lønlig tvil, 
et rygte sniger sig foruden hvil 
fra forlugaren og til agtermasten: 
De tror de seiler med et lig i lasten. 
What has occurred?  What’s happened aboard? 
What is the secretive source of this grief 
That has halted all acts, words, will, and belief? 
Has a boat gone down?  Is there danger about? 
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No.  All is well.  Nothing is wrong. 
But hope and joy are lost, and there is no song. 
Why?  Because of a growing doubt, 
There is a rumor spreading about, 
Making its way to the stern from the prow, 
There’s a corpse in the cargo under the bow. 
Since Ibsen wrote his letter in rhyme, I found it natural to translate it into rhyme.  As a 
rule, before I begin to translate a poem, I analyze the pattern of stressed and unstressed syllables 
and the number of feet in each line.  I also note the placement of important words, where 
alliteration is used, and the end rhyme scheme.  In the stanza above, Ibsen varies the syllable 
patterns, the number of feet, and the lengths of the lines.  He emphasizes certain words with 
internal breaks in the lines.  Alliteration appears randomly and accidentally.  The most consistent 
pattern is end rhyming.  He generally follows an aa, bb, cc, dd, ee end rhyme, but he varies this 
scheme in the first four lines, which are abba.  When I looked at his entire poem, I saw this same 
pattern but with interspersed variations repeated.  Looking at the entire stanza, the questions are 
short and they are fired off in rapid order.  The answer comes in increasingly longer sentences, 
beginning with the word “Nei.”  The final sentence encompasses three and one-half lines.  This 
serves to slow the tempo of the poem and lend gravitas to the answer.  It appears that what is 
important to Ibsen is to break passages into small units and place emphasis on certain words.  He 
accomplishes this by using punctuation or hyphens to create internal breaks in lines, and by using 
with end rhyme to highlight the final word. 
 In translating these lines, I paid attention to the last word before each internal break in a 
line, as well as the final word of each line.  I also worked to find a way to end each line in rhyme.  
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I attempted to maintain an iambic rhythm to the lines, but the internal breaks made it difficult to 
carry through in every instance.  The first four lines were the most difficult to translate.  Like 
Ibsen, I could not achieve the ideal aa bb rhyme scheme that would match the pattern of the 
following lines in the stanza.  While he uses abab, I discovered an abba pattern that worked.  In 
order to accomplish this, I had to reverse the order of the two questions in line four.  Ibsen asks: 
  Er nød påfærde, -- nogen forulykket? 
Literally, Is danger about, -- something wrecked? 
I changed the order, and chose different punctuation and words, but retained Ibsen’s meaning: 
  Has a boat gone down?  Is there danger about? 
With these changes, I tie the first and fourth lines together with a combination of alliteration and 
slant rhyme, using the words “aboard” and “about.”  While I focused on the end rhyme problem, 
another alliterative internal slant rhyme developed in the fourth line, where “a boat” rhymes with 
“about.”  
Collett italicized the final words in the verse above, while Ibsen did not.  By doing so, she 
emphasizes that the phrase lig i lasten is key for the topic of her book.  Lig i lasten, literally 
translated, means “corpse in the cargo.”  A rotting corpse is a source of contamination.  
Moreover, according to sailor’s lore, a ship carrying a dead body is cursed.  The translation 
works perfectly, literally, alliteratively and symbolically—a rare occurrence.  However, I was not 
able to find another English nautical term that rhymes with “cargo,” so I shifted Collett’s 
italicized phrase to the middle position in line.  This results in “corpse in the cargo” losing the 
emphasis given to final words in a stanza, but the phrase’s center position gives it a visual 
prominence that partially compensates for that loss.  
 In her essay, Kvinden i Literaturen, which opens with two verses from Rimbrev, Camilla 
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Collett, a master of the metaphor, gives her answer to what is ailing the people of Europe.  The 
lig i lasten is the self-abnegating woman who, since she does not fight against patriarchal 
repression, becomes a source of harm to her surroundings.  The analogy of the “self-abnegating” 
woman and the “corpse” creates a visual image and mental parallel.  Like rotting corpses, 
passive women decay, contaminating those around them.  Men become morally corrupt, and 
Europe, in turn, is falling into a state of degeneration.   
Lastebærende 
The Norwegian noun last has several meanings.  In English, the equivalents that are pertinent to 
my discussion are “cargo,” “burden,” and “load.”  By means of italics, Collett uses italics to link 
lasten—“the cargo” in the Ibsen poem discussed above—to lastebærende “burden+bearer” later 
in the essay.  Bære, the root of bærende, means  
“carry,” “bear,” or “endure” in English.  
 As Ellisiv Steen points in her analysis of “Kvinden i literaturen,” women are the 
lastebærere in Collett’s interpretation.  Men have “assigned women the role of bearer of 
burdens” (Lange 224 ).  This role they have taken on both in the physical and psychological 
sense.  The Norwegian bære, like the English “bear” means both to physically carry and 
psychologically endure.  Passive women may believe they are bearing others’ burdens, but 
Collett contends that they are the burden.  Collett emphasizes this martyred emotional state in 
the following sentence by italicizing baaret, as I also have done in “simply has been borne.”  
 The connection between lasten “cargo” in Ibsen’s poem and “lastebærende” is tenuous, 
since around nine hundred words separate them.  I link “corpse in the cargo,” to “bearer of 
burdens” with italics and alliteration, just not with the same letters.  “Borne,” on the other hand, 
links as smoothly to “Bearer of burdens” as baaret links to lastebærende.  
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Irlys  
Irlys, in Latin “ignis fatous,” is called “will-o’-the-wisp” in English folklore.  It describes a 
flickering light of undeterminable origin that sometimes appears at night over swamps or 
marshes.  In Scandinavian folklore, it is believed that a treasure lies buried deep below it.  The 
treasure only can be retrieved when the irlys flickers above it.  However, the light always 
disappears when people approach it.  Collett pairs irlys with taager “fogs” or “mists,” to express 
women’s vain hopes.  Rather than use “will-o’-the-wisp” and explain its significance in a 
footnote, I translated Collett’s metaphor as “fogs and false hopes.” 
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7.3 A Cry of Rage from the Encampment of the Mutes 
 “Kvinden i Literaturen.  Part One: Indledning” 
(“Woman in Literature.  Part One: Introduction”) 
Introduction 
 In 1877, Camilla Collett published Fra de Stummes Leir (From the Encampment of the 
Mutes), her criticism of the exploitation of women in nineteenth-century novels.  Taking a bold 
approach, she joins a conversation between Georg Brandes and Henrik Ibsen.  She begins her 
Indledning “Introduction” by citing two verses from Rimbrev “A Letter in Rhyme” by Ibsen.  His 
letter is a response to a question from Brandes, asking why modern man seems to be oppressed 
by restlessness and apathy, and incapable of experiencing true joy and sorrow.  Ibsen uses a 
sailing ship’s long voyage as a symbol of Europe, describing how when the ship sets forth, all is 
well.  There is a fresh breeze in the sails and an air of optimism among the crew and passenger.  
Then the doldrums rob the sails of wind, and an oppressive atmosphere falls over the ship’s 
passengers and crew.  When the winds die and leave ships adrift, sailors superstitiously refer to 
the presence of a lig i lasten, a “corpse in the cargo,” bringing bad luck.  Ibsen, after equating the 
mood on the ship to the ennui of modern Europeans, replies that, as an author, he can give no 
reason for what ails modern man, since his undertaking is to ask, not to answer.  Ibsen frequently 
leaves questions open in his plays so that audiences will have the opportunity to think about what 
he has put forth and draw their own conclusions (Meyer 418-419).   
 Collett, responding to Ibsen’s invitation, supplies her answer to Brandes’s question.  She 
attributes the origin of society’s decay to the lack of morality, which leads to the abuse of 
women, and, in turn, women’s masochistic acceptance of their subjugated positions.   
We need to open our eyes to our deepest need.  Our truest, innate need is for 
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morality, which lies crushed and must be revived, and our most profound need is 
to recognize that this innate need remains ungratified on every level.  Awareness 
of our worth as human beings, that our human rights lie trampled in the dust and 
dirt demanding to regain their rightful place, must first be awakened.  Not only in 
the individual, no, it must be an electric current surging through everyone.  
Indignation, a sacred and rightful rage, is lacking in us and first must be ignited.  
Collett speaks with a voice that is direct, unambiguous, and authoritative.  She uses a number of 
style techniques to engage her female readers.  By using the first person plural forms “we” and 
“our” she aligns herself with and speaks for all women.  She employs phrases that interlink 
positive words such as “worth,” “sacred,” “needs,” and “rights” with “rage,” and “anger,” words 
of powerful negative emotion in order to justify women’s righteous indignation.  She employs 
italics to emphasize her logical progression from woman’s innate need, to recognition of need, to 
gratification of need.  Collett has continually emphasized—and will continue to maintain—that 
true change must begin within the individual woman.  Here, in addition, she calls upon women to 
work together to achieve social change.  Returning to Brandes’s question, Ibsen’s ship metaphor, 
and her thesis above, Collett forges a link between modern man’s restlessness, social stagnation, 
and the oppression of women.  The solution to these evils lies in women joining the struggle to 
assume their rightful place in the modern world.  Then women and men can work together to 
solve the problems of modernity.  
 Fra de Stummes Leir appears to be the first literary history written from a woman’s point 
of view.  In this work, she analyzes novels written by men from a moral point of view rather than 
an aesthetic one.  Collett draws on her own experience and allies herself with other women’s 
suffering.  She begins with a look back at a more innocent age, the time of her own youth, when 
249 
 
young women hid themselves away to read novels that their parents feared would feed their 
romantic dreams.  After Welhaven destroyed her dream, she spent a year in Hamburg where she 
met progressive Das junges Deutschland “The Young Germany” writers in the city’s literary 
salons.  While there, she read memoirs about and by women associated with famous male 
authors, as well as Aurore Dudevant’s early novels.  These exposed her to much that did not bear 
the clear light of day.  Romantic novels first blinded Collett; then her personal acquaintance with 
radical writers and her reading of controversial texts opened her eyes.  The underlying criticism 
of female repression and self-sacrifice that is present in her fiction can be traced back to her early 
life experiences.  Decades later, in Fra de Stummes Leir she presents a moral reading of novels 
written by men to both expose the evils of historic male domination and articulate a new 
feminine ideal.  She defends her unconventional choice by pointing out that women are 
mentioned only in passing in works of history, philosophy, theology, culture, and literary history.   
Criticism 
 Collett, in an article titled Literær Kritik “Literary Criticism” in Dagbladet 1878, No. 40, 
complains that only one Norwegian newspaper, Morgenbladet, reviewed Fra de Stummes Leir.5
                                                 
5 Forfatter-Lexikon: The Morgenbladet review was printed in 1878, No. 57B.  The Lexikon also lists a review in 
Dagbladet No. 299B  on Dec. 22,1877, that Collett appears not to have read. 
  
Looking at the overall situation in Norway, she concludes that whether or not a book is reviewed 
is a matter of chance, and this is especially true of women’s writings.  Turning then to the quality 
of the Dagbladet review, she points out that three-quarters of the citations from the book are 
taken out of context in order to document in the remaining one-fourth, not what the author 
presented, but what the reviewer wanted to see in it.  Moreover, the review was full of 
typographical errors.  She exposes the powerful influence book reviewers have on their readers, 
and how their opinions can influence an entire nation, even if their work is shoddy.  Reviewers 
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unfairly wield the power of life and death over a product.  Despite this, Collett point out, word-
of-mouth praise by readers was gradually making Fra de Stummes Leir known in Norway.  By 
means of this article, Collett is able to promote her book. 
 Ellisiv Steen in Den Lange Strid details the reactions by her contemporaries to Collett’s 
latest work.  While the book was struggling to gain a readership in Norway, it was highly praised 
by feminists in Denmark, who held the first dinner given to honor her literary achievements on 
behalf of women.  In the following decades, others would follow.  Commentaries by male 
reviewers in the Danish and Norwegian press were negative, but mildly so at first.  The initial 
attack was two-pronged.  Because she dedicated her book to her deceased husband, one reviewer 
superficially accuses her of being out of touch with current times and the progress made in 
improving the rights of women.  This charge was then repeated in print by others.  The second 
angle of attack was the traditional blame-the-woman for her discontent with her life.  Steen 
details how attacks increasingly became more malicious; Carl Plough, a Danish politician, writer 
and editor, launched an ad hominem attack on Collett that Steen describes as arrogant and 
sarcastic.  He also mischaracterizes her work as harmful for the budding emancipation 
movement.   
 Several women from the conservative religious camp also wrote against Collett’s ideas.  
Representative of a reaction based on a conservative religious interpretation is the thirty-five-
page pamphlet titled Fra De Talendes Lejr “From the Speakers’ Camp” by Johanne Futtrup 
under the pen name Lja Flein.  The pamphlet attempts to engage and debate Collett’s feminist 
point of view, rather than reject it outright.  Lja Flein fails to use logic to defend her arguments, 
and falls back on biblical citations to “prove” that a virtuous wife obeys her husband.  Collett 
responded to her critics with a sixteen-page pamphlet titled Et lyst Billede i en mørk Ramme “A 
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Light Picture in a Dark Frame,” in which she reiterated and clarified her position.  Several 
liberal-minded women wrote articles advocating improvement in education and laws as the best 
means to advance the rights of women.  Another piece by Lja Flein titled Adskilligt om og til 
kvinden followed a year later, and the public debate ended with this fifty-eight-page pamphlet.  
Despite the differences in opinion, the articles and debate sparked greater interest in the 
emancipation movement in Denmark.  This is an energetic public debate, where women are 
participating and some are signing their full names (Lange 241-249). 
 In her own analysis of Ibsen’s poem and Collett’s response, Ellisiv Steen , playing on the 
double meaning of the Norwegian noun last—in English, “burden” or “cargo” —succinctly 
points out that the lig i lasten is that women have been society’s lastebærere “bearers of 
burdens” (Lange 224 ).  In her commentary on the debate, she concludes that everyone agreed on 
one point as imperative for the future of emancipation: “Women must be allowed to develop and 
fulfill their potential” (Lange 249). 
 Francis Bull, writing in 1957, interprets Collett’s reference to the lig i lasten as a symbol 
that women’s values and rights as human beings have not been recognized.  He points out that, 
rather than a traditional aesthetic analysis, Fra de Stummes Leir is Collett’s moral commentary 
on modern male writers’ lives and works.  The best-known French and German writers indulge 
in the abuse of women in their novels, while the Norwegian writers praise the woman who 
sacrifices herself (Bull 101). 
 In 1988, Steinar Gimnes discusses how social ideas change from decade to decade during 
Collett’s lifetime and influence her writing and ideas about literature.  In the 1870s, she assesses 
the value of a piece of literature according to its views on women’s emancipation, and the way it 
challenges prevailing literary and social conventions.  She believes that literature has taken on a 
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social function: Literature mirrors life, and life mimics the novel.  However, only the most naive 
will look for social guidance in warped and perverted literary products (Gimnes 44). 
 In my own analysis, I discuss in detail the violence present in Collett’s work, and 
explicate why Collett is able to detect and expose the violence against women hidden in the 
seductive phrases of male novelists when other literary critics of her time either overlook 
aggression’s presence or accept it without question.     
Structure 
 Collett frames Fra de Stummes Leir with a heartfelt dedication to her husband.  In it, she 
recalls that when she was a young woman, unhappy events crushed her heart, spirit, and will, 
leaving her silent.  “Then he came and took up the half-dead woman, sat her by his side, lovingly 
examined her state of being, and told her that here was much that could be saved.”  Because 
Jonas encouraged to develop her potential talents, she became a ret menneske, literally an 
“upright” or “whole person.”  She gives her readers an example of how a relationship between a 
man and wife can ideally function.  Now a widow for nearly thirty years, she expresses her only 
regret about their marriage: that she did not bring happiness to their home.  Later, she condemns 
women who possess the negative virtue of self-sacrifice and believe they have become paragons 
of the ideal woman.  Possibly, in an act of self-condemnation, she is reflecting upon her own 
behavior as a wife and mother.  Most likely, she is referring to her bouts of depression.  She 
confesses that, although she was not a perfect wife, she had a supportive husband.  By means of 
her confession, she allies herself with other women who doubt themselves and their ability to 
change.  She ends her dedication by turning to the present: “But now I will speak out!  If only 
my words, like a bolt of lightning, could split open all souls that are crushed like mine once was, 
smothered like mine.”  Collett bought into the “romance” of fiction, but found that reality 
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betrayed its promises.  She told Jonas about how her experiences had damaged her, and he 
promised to help her recover.  Later, she writes to expose the false promises of romantic novels 
and help other victimized women gain insight into their own oppression.   
 In the final section of Fra de Stummes Leir, she begins to close the frame with a poem in 
praise of Susannah Ibsen, where she describes Susannah as the ideal wife for Ibsen, loving and 
gentle, but strong of character.  Both Collett’s and Ibsen’s biographers point out that neither 
Jonas nor Susannah had perfect mates.  Despite this, they both sensed their spouses’ exceptional 
potential.  Jonas and Susannah were intelligent, socially engaged individuals who contributed 
their knowledge and insights to their spouses’ literary works.  Here, Collett includes a copy of a 
letter she wrote to Ernest Legouvé where she puts forth Jonas as a prototype of an ideal husband 
and emphasizes their unanimity of ideas as a couple.  Collett saw Legouvé’s concept of 
“L’égalité dans le différence” as the means to equalize the balance of power between husband 
and wife within the family.  Collett shared, too, his criticism of “the femme libre” as degrading 
for women, but she goes beyond, maintaining in Fra det Stummes Leir that engaging in sexual 
relations outside of marriage exposes women to physical abuse and denies them legal redress if 
they are the victims of rape.   
 In between the frames that exemplify the male and female ideal spouse, Collett exposes 
and criticizes the mutually destructive effects of female self-sacrifice and male violence.  She 
constructs her literary history so that she begins and finishes her analysis of the novel on a higher 
moral plane, which furnishes a model of healthy relationships between men and women.  Had 
she simply discussed how women are portrayed by men in the novels she was condemning, 
readers most likely would have seen her work as salacious.  What is truly scandalous, she shows, 
is some male authors’ glorification of male violence and female submission.    
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 For that reason, it is essential that women understand why Collett is asking them to read 
novels to find out about their lives.  Her lengthy discussion at first looks odd in an introduction 
to a literary criticism book.  She divides her Innledning “Introduction” into two parts, and begins 
with what logically should have followed.  She proposes the solution—that women must first 
become aware of why they must preserve their moral integrity, and then act upon their 
knowledge.  She starts carefully, first establishing her own respectability, then persuading her 
female readers that they must dare to be indignant.  Only after she thoroughly reviews the history 
of women’s subjugation and describes its harmful effects, does she present in detail the reasons 
for the problem.  Women are pressed into unnatural roles because of the promulgation of false 
feminine ideals, and the nature of these unhealthy examples of female behavior can be found in 
novels.  She is preparing her readers for the descriptions of women’s humiliation that will follow 
in her condemnation of novels by male authors.  Collett challenges women to read novels 
critically and question the male and female roles they find there, and then examine their own 
behavior and recognize the need for change in their own lives.   
 Most of Collett’s ideas are not new; they are found in her earlier writings.  She appears to 
want to reaffirm her feminist philosophy before she presents new and more controversial 
material about the violence that takes places in relationships based on dominance and 
submission, whether a woman’s capitulation is forced through violence or is “voluntary.”  Collett 
earlier criticized the negative feminine ideal of self-sacrifice in her first published piece, Nogle 
Strikketøisbetragtninger, which she reprinted with a new introduction6
                                                 
6 My translation of the introduction immediately follows my translation of Nogle Strikketøisbetragtninger in Chapter 
2.1. 
 in Sidste Blade, 4de og 
5te Række just four years before she wrote Fra de Stummes Leir.  She concludes that introduction 
with a cautious warning.  Behind her work to enlighten women is her belief that men’s “sense of 
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sense of superiority that verges upon injustice is in constant danger of degenerating into 
something worse.”  She reveals that fear of male violence towards women has informed her work 
since its inception, since women who fear men consent to living subjugated lives. 
 However, women’s consent can be unconscious.  Collett is challenging a social condition 
that Pierre Bourdieu will later call “symbolic violence.”  Symbolic violence is tacit social 
domination that occurs in everyday life.  A powerful social group exercises control over weaker 
groups, in this instance, women.  This form of social domination or covert violence generally 
goes unrecognized, since it establishes itself as natural.  Subjugated groups, such as minorities or 
women, accept this entrenched abuse of power, which works against their own best interests, as 
just (Domination 1-2).   
The False Feminine Ideal 
 To survive their socially imposed capitulation, women adopt the notion that acceptance 
manifests the feminine ideal.  Collett, however, reveals the consequence of women’s self-
imposed martyrdom.  It leads to a “dull indifference” and a “mollusk-like lack of concern for any 
injustice that could soften them.”  As victims, they are unable to see others’ pain.  They force 
their daughters into unhappy marriages, and they deprive their sons of a model of a loving wife.  
They, in turn, become inured to women’s feelings.  Here is the nexus between women’s 
masochism and other unsolved social problems, which are the root of the malaise Brandes and 
Ibsen talk about in their exchange of letters.  Perhaps these women are the wives of the mollusk 
bankers in En Undersøisk Debat.  The smallest mollusk, the shipworm, eats away the hulls of 
great wooden ships.  Like moths eating wool, innocuous, self-sacrificing women eat away the 
fabric of domestic happiness, and, in turn, the social order.  Female forbearance pulverizes 
civilization. 
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 Self-abnegation also leads to suffering that borders on the incomprehensible, and to the 
waste of a productive life.  In a later chapter titled "Fædrelandske Forfattere” (“Our 
Fatherland’s Authors”) Collett points out that Ibsen, with Agnes in Brand  and Solveig in Peer 
Gynt as literary examples, pushes the ideal of feminine martyrdom to “the point where it falls 
apart, and begins to awaken disbelief.”  Collett asks, “Is it touching or shocking?”  Agnes, “in a 
refined dissection of the soul,” looks out the window at the grave of her child, who died because 
her husband willfully sacrificed him.  Solveig grows old while faithfully waiting for Peer to 
return.  Collett, evoking what she, at this stage in her life, unequivocally sees as Mathilde’s futile 
self-sacrifice in “Kongsgaard,” scornfully declares, “One has to go back to Shakespeare” to find 
fates like these.  Asking what Ibsen’s intention is with these “sorrowful shadows” of 
womanhood, she challenges him when she concludes that his answer will lie in his future literary 
works.  
Collett’s Language of Violence 
 Agnes and Solveig serve as a challenge to Ibsen and to the women of Norway as well.  
Instead of spending their days in mindless, purposeless sacrifice, Collett calls upon women to 
abandon their false female ideal and take charge of their lives.  Collett adopts a language of 
urgency, twice repeating the phrase “time is short” and using the verbs “shouting,” “clamoring,” 
“calling” to enforce her message that voices “from the depths” are appealing for women to save 
the world from male violence before it is too late.  Collett adopts powerful, radical words such as 
“enslavement” and “oppression” to incite women to awaken.  She warns, “The reckoning will 
not be kind.”  It will demand “struggle” and there will be “dangers,” but she promises “rewards 
and victory.”  She employs militant words, and she envisions that words will be women’s 
weapon of choice.  Collett employs a vocabulary of violence to incite women to take part in a 
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peaceful revolution.  The violence of Collett’s language shows that she is processing the 
oppression of women as a form of symbolic violence even before Bourdieu invented the term. 
She answers symbolic violence with linguistic violence because she has seen as clearly as 
Bourdieu will later see that the social oppression of women is a form of violence, even if 
“merely” symbolic. 
Romantic Violence 
 Her language, however, differs from the language of violence against women in novels 
written by men.  In an unexpected and explicit turn, descriptions of male violence and female 
suffering characterize the second part of her introduction.  She suggests that young women look 
to novels for more information, and then warns them not to be taken in by romantic themes.  She 
puts forth a corollary where the more refined a male-dominated society and its novels become, 
the farther down woman is drawn down into a web of materialism.  She becomes something to 
be consumed, according to the tastes and fashions of the time.  She cites how Romantic authors 
use soft feminine words and enticing food metaphors to describe a woman as an “artistic culinary 
product.”  Sometimes she is a “ripe piece of fruit” or possesses “appetizing, white, female, 
flesh.”  Women are no more than delectable dishes to be consumed by men.  Symbolic 
cannibalism becomes the ultimate act of male violence towards women.  Taste and pleasure, 
however, changes with the times.  Romanticism’s tender descriptions give way to deceptive 
descriptions of passionate love.  A new generation of male writers, whom Collett describes as 
“incapable of loving,” turns to the novel and evokes metaphors of violence to pervert mutual 
sexual desire.  They create the “controlled-but-passionate woman who simultaneously incites, 
intoxicates, and resists.”  This strong woman will always be “challenged and conquered” by the 
male.  Collett reveals a woman-hating world where men believe they have a natural right to 
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control and dominate women, and where violence and suffering are ongoing themes.  At the 
worst extremes, women, like Mathilde in “Kongsgaard,” destroy themselves through self-
imposed martyrdom or die as victims of violence.  Collett calls attention to how male authors 
repeatedly victimize women in their novels—and to how young women who uncritically read 
these novels are in danger of becoming willing victims of male tyranny.  The novels she 
criticizes serve to give a stamp of approval to male brutality and female degradation.   
Collett’s Personal Awakening 
 Collett is introducing a vocabulary of aggression and degradation into her discussion of 
women’s lives that was not present in her previous writings.  As she points out, the tastes of the 
times have led to the depiction of more violence against women in novels written by men, and in 
response, she is adopting stronger means to combat this trend.  However, she is the only literary 
critic to criticize and expose this violence as morally wrong.  She is attacking the entrenched 
nineteenth-century idea that art is sufficient unto itself and the artist is someone superior.  Its 
origin is found in the works of Goethe, whom Collett later discusses in her book, and other 
German Romantic writers.  This conceit evolves into the idea of the artist as a non-conformist, 
and the cultivation of the individual ego that is present in the writings and life styles of later 
critically acclaimed writers in England, France, and Germany.  Collett specifically accuses 
Heine, Gutzkow, and Laube of throwing off “all semblance of decency” when formulating the 
intent of Das junges Deutschland.  “What role women were given in their witty saturnalias needs 
hardly be described.”  Collett is speaking from personal experience when she attacks and 
exposes this group. 
 Four decades earlier, in 1836, Camilla Wergeland fled the death of her romantic dreams 
of Wergeland for the cosmopolitan life of Hamburg.  Collett biographer Torill Steinfeld 
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chronicles her stay in Den unge Camilla Collett: En Kvinnehjertets Historie.  In her first letter to 
Emilie Diriks, Camilla excitedly reports that the lyric poet and novelist Heinrich Heine had 
previously lived in the small pension where she has taken up residence.  She has a portrait of 
Heine over her sofa, his Reisebilder (Travel Pictures) on her nightstand, his Buch der Lieder 
(Book of Songs) on her desk, and she keeps him in her heart.   Later in this book she calls him Et 
aarhundredets Tantalus (This Century’s Tantalus) in the sense that his early romantic poetry was 
so beautiful that it was like nectar stolen from the Gods. When she and her friends were young 
and in love, he was the poet who expressed their feelings in Buch der Lieder. Like Tantalus, 
however, Heine was punished. His poetry became ironic and instead of praising women he 
ridiculed them. Collett mourns what he became, saying that he began as Tantalus, but spent his 
final years like Prometheus, confined to his bed as Prometheus was bound to a rock. Collett 
concludes by confessing that whenever she is in Paris she lays a wreath on his grave. It appears 
that Collett sees parallels with the trajectory of her own life in Heine’s. Like Heine, she believed 
in love and the beauty of poetry, but life punished her. 
 The salons of Hamburg exposed Camilla to a new and more vibrant female ideal.  She 
became a frequent guest at Therese von Bacheracht’s salon.  Von Bacheracht was a young 
woman of the German aristocracy who shared Camilla’s interest in literature and writers, and she 
introduced Camilla to George Sand’s works.  Through her, Camilla learned Sand’s true name, 
Aurore Dudevant, and that she had left her husband, had lovers, and sometimes wore men’s 
clothes.  As in Norway, she was drawn to poets and writers, in this case, members of Das junges 
Deutschland.  Among the guests at Therese’s salon was Karl Gutzkow, who had gained notoriety 
the year before because he advocated free love, women’s emancipation, and sexual liberation in 
his novel Wally, die Zweiflerin (Wally the Sceptic).  Gutzkow had been sentenced to prison for 
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his immoral ideas.  Moreover, the works of all the Das junges Deutschland writers were banned.  
The group believed in political engagement, and wrote realistically and critically about 
contemporary life.  They believed that their lives and art should reflect each other.  They 
encouraged the women around them to become socially engaged and write for publication as 
well.  Steinfeld believes that Therese must have been a living inspiration for Camilla, because 
she exemplified the female ideal of the culturally radical circles of the time.  She was beautiful, 
knowledgeable, and charismatic, and a skilled conversationalist and hostess as well.  At the same 
time, Camilla was flirting on the edges of a sexually liberated group.    
 Among the books Camilla read while in Hamburg, Steinfeld examines three written by or 
about women.  After Charlotte Steiglitz killed herself in 1834 so that her husband could 
experience grief and express it in his writings, Das junges Deutschland adopted her as their 
muse.  In her memory, Theodore Mundt collected her letters, journals, and poems and 
anonymously published them along with his account of her life in Charlotte Stieglitz: ein 
Denkmal (Charlotte Stieglitz: A Memoir).  Otherwise, her sacrifice was in vain, since her 
husband lacked talent and never became a great author.  Rahel Varnhagen was a famous salon 
hostess with a wide circle of friends.  She, too, became a cult figure after her death in 1833, 
when her husband, K. A. Varnhagen von Ense, published a collection of her papers titled Rahel: 
ein Buch des Andenkens für ihre Freunde (A Selection from Rahel’s correspondence, diaries, 
etc.).  The motif of the dead woman and unfulfilled love appealed to the sensibilities of the 
young Hamburg authors.  Bettina Brentano, who lived out her natural life span, became famous 
after 1835, when she published a passionate and fictionalized version of her correspondence 
when she was a child with both Goethe and his mother, titled Goethes Briefwechsel mit einem 
Kinde (Goethes Correspondence with a Child).   
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 These works were read as documentaries of the lives of great authors and the women who 
were close to them.  Steinfeld emphasizes that all three women believed their mission in life was 
to inspire great men’s literary production, and to develop their own aesthetic sensitivity.  From 
what Camilla wrote to others during that time, she admired these women who were admired by 
important men.  She was especially fascinated with Steiglitz and her sacrifice.  In the following 
decade, Therese von Bacheracht, the salon hostess who introduced Collett to radical literature 
and writers, became a successful writer in her own right.  She also entered into a seven-year-long 
affair with Karl Gutzkow, which ended when his wife died.  Instead of marrying his lover, 
Gutzkow married a younger woman (Den Unge 237-241, 263-268, 272-277).  Steinfeld does not 
tell if Collett heard about this, but she gives other examples of gossip traveling back to Norway 
from Hamburg.  There were connections between the group around Den Constitutionelle and 
Das junges Deutschland writers, and Collett followed the writings of women authors in Europe, 
so she likely heard about von Bacharach’s affair with Gutzkow.  
 As a young woman, Camilla was taken in by the romanticism of female self-sacrifice in 
the name of art and love.  When she confessed her love for Welhaven, Norway’s first lyric poet, 
she declared that she would die for him.  Possibly, her fascination with Charlotte’s Steiglitz’s 
suicide reflects her own struggle.  Inexplicably, given her propensity to record and review her 
life, there is no journal from Collett’s stay in Hamburg, despite its wealth of impressions and 
experiences.  If she kept a journal, it either was destroyed or has never been made public.   
 Of all the salons Camilla attended in Hamburg, the one frequented by Das junges 
Deutschland writers and their female companions fascinated her most. Some of these women 
were writers in their own right.  The role of hostess in the literary salons of Hamburg was one 
that Collett later replicated in her marriage, and the success of Continental women writers 
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inspired her to write for publication herself.   Nowhere does the clergyman’s daughter speak 
about the sexual freedom that was an ingredient in the group’s literature and life, until she 
castigates the behaviour of Das junges Deutschland writers in Fra de Stummes Leir.  These men 
promised women aesthetic freedom, as expressed in the seductive words femme libre, but abused 
their trust instead.  The artist’s search for beauty became the consumption of beauty.  Because 
she not only read their poetry and novels, but also observed some of them at close hand, Collett 
perceived that the language of seduction used by the great male writers of her time masked their 
violence towards women, and their own corruption as well.  They wanted women who aroused 
their passions, but when their desires were sated, they quickly discarded them.  Collett makes the 
final parry and thrust in the battle: “And in that they apparently are right.  When gout and the 
demands of old men have replaced the storms of life, then that kind of woman won't do.” 
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CONCLUSION 
The Outsider 
 Camilla Collett came from a family of strong patriots who were engaged in the struggle 
for Norway’s independence.  As part of the project to form Norway’s national identity, she 
advocated for women’s independence as essential to building a strong nation-state.  She wrote 
against the individual man and the institutionalized social structures that gave him unmerited 
power, and she wrote on behalf of women and exhorted them to speak for themselves.  However, 
she met resistance from the upper-class civil servants and intellectuals, men in her circle of 
friends, who were engaged in Norway’s nation-building project.  They were not willing to share 
the freedoms they wanted for themselves with the women who shared their lives.  Women, too, 
were either unwilling or were afraid to work for change.  They remained silent.   
 Believing in her cause, Collett continued to write against the patriarchal repression of 
women, and over time, she situated herself as an outsider.  Her life experiences also served to 
drive her towards isolation.  She knew from her childhood experiences that she possessed 
exceptional talents, and, as a young woman in love, she trusted in the power of her feelings to 
bring her fulfillment.  Welhaven’s betrayal and her husband’s early death taught her that she 
could depend only on herself.   
Loss and Longing  
 Themes of personal loss and longing inform her works, along with contrasts between 
romantic ideals and harsh reality.  Collett reveals the contours, while obscuring the details, of her 
own life-altering losses in “Den Første og den Sidste Natt,” when she describes how loss put her 
life on a path from light to dark.  She recounts her reversals in life by means of a literary 
reversal; she tells of her last loss first to set the mood.  In two sparse lines, she describes the 
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infinite isolation of death and grief.  This prepares the reader for the gravity of a young woman’s 
death of hope—and the death of Collett’s belief in romantic literature —when she reads a letter 
and then lets its fall from her hand.  In “Kongsgaard,” Mathilde sacrifices her happiness to the 
false ideal of obedience; consequently, both she and her beloved die meaningless deaths.   
 At times Collett’s references to loss are buried deep inside a passing metaphor, as in the 
frame narrative of En Undersøisk Debat.  Four empty seashells that signify her four sons are 
wrapped in torn bits of newspaper and swallowed by a pike.  When they are discovered, they are 
casually put aside as unimportant.  Collett’s expressions of bereavement were praised by the 
critics and readers of her time for their beauty, while the pain and tragedy behind them was 
accepted as part of the natural order of things.   
The Inexpressible 
 In all three of the texts mentioned above, Collett uses silence to express what cannot be 
expressed in words.  She never uses the word “death,” and she never says who dies.  Rather, she 
italicizes the word gone.  Later, she reads a letter and lets it drop, expressing the death of her 
hopes with an aposiopesis....  A sudden break in speaking, showing that she cannot or will 
continue.  Mathilde sits silently looking out a window, waiting for her beloved who will never 
return to her.  Four small empty seashells signify four young boys who lost their father and their 
home.  No one cared to listen to their pain.  Silence expresses the inexpressible.  Partly because 
her culture required respectable women to shun publicity, and also because she wants to 
safeguard her privacy, Collett shares only the contours of her losses.  But by means of gaps and 
silences, she universalizes grief.  This gives careful and sensitive readers a quiet space to reflect 
on their own experiences of loss.   
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Romantic or Tragic 
 Collett writes to expose how the romanticizing of suffering diminishes the experience of 
tragedy.  In “Kongsgaard,” Collett shows how conflicting perceptions of romance and tragedy 
come into play when a young woman dies.  Viewing the painting of the long dead Mathilde, 
Johanna and Great Aunt attempt to romanticize the image of the dying woman and ignore the 
suffering that the artist could not entirely conceal.  Collett also exposes the tendency to 
romanticize what, in truth, are tragic deaths, through her use of intertextuality.  She evokes the 
death of Ophelia in Hamlet and the death of a young commoner who loved a young woman of 
the nobility in “Der Lindenbaum,” to show how all three works depict meaningless deaths that 
could have been avoided.  Collett, as a young woman, had been caught up in the romantic idea of 
dying of unrequited love.  In “Kongsgaard,” she acknowledges the desire and warns against it.  
Rather than idealizing romance, Collett reveals that romance in reality can end in the loss of love 
and innocence.   
Reality  
 In her first published piece, “Nogle Strikketøisbetragtninger,” Collett exposes the real 
male attitudes that lurk below the veneer of ballroom etiquette.  In her following works, she 
consistently lays bare the reality underneath attractive illusions, for example, real self-interest 
behind poetic phases on pink stationery, real irresponsibility below the paterfamilias pose, real 
conservative intransigence below the Mandarin pose, and real sexual violence masked by femme 
libre “daring.”   
 When a letter falls from a mirror in Collett’s short story “Kongsgaard,” the true 
circumstances of the romantic legend about the countess and the commoner come to light.  
Collett divides her tale into two parts.  The first part of this two-part story is a tragic, but 
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romantic story that feeds the dreams of the young Johanna and glorifies the death of the female 
martyr.  Twelve years later, Johanna returns to Kongsgaard as an adult, stripped of her romantic 
illusions.  In the second part of the tale, she learns from the countess’s sister, now an old woman, 
that the two young lovers died as the result of her brother’s treachery.  While the short story 
might be read as a Romeo and Juliet love story, Collett’s anger at the deception of romantic 
promises served to young people seethes beneath the surface.  Collett writes an overtly romantic 
tale to expose the reality behind the false ideal of female self-abnegation.   
 In “Den Første og den Sidste Natt,” a poet courts a young woman and then forsakes her.  
He uses her passion to inspire his poetry, but she is not the practical sort of woman he wants for 
a wife.  The flourishing garden of her hopes and dreams is destroyed, and only a twisted, ugly 
aspen tree remains to remind her of the real and enduring pain of betrayal. 
 Collett intertwines moral ideals with reality, and by doing so gives great weight to the 
sufferings and failures of humankind when, in En Undersøisk Debat, the flying fish’s poetic 
expression is employed to express the sufferings of widows.  The observations of the eagle that 
carries the poet fish under his wings become the words of God.  In the reality of Norwegian 
politics of the time, however, her words had little immediate effect; rather, they led to 
intransigence among members of the Storting.   
 In En Undersøisk Debat Collett wraps her realistic account of the plight of widows and 
orphans in poetic phrases, prefaces it with withering satire, and packages both realism and satire 
into a heart-warming domestic frame.  In order to attract readers, Collett later maintains in her 
essay “Om Kvinden og Hendes Stilling,” a writer must draw upon humor, irony, and wit to 
lighten up the reality of the “poor, sad, boring, always inconvenient women’s cause.”  In this 
essay, where she assesses the status of women’s emancipation in Norway, she touches upon two 
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other realities or truths.  Women cannot expect change if they remain silent, and the new Norway 
has taken a more conservative stance towards women’s rights than its older Scandinavian 
neighbors have.  She also faces a bitter reality when she concludes that no progress will be made 
without the help of men, but she cannot hide her anger at this truth.  In her moral reading of 
novels in Fra de Stummes Leir, Collett exposes how male authors serve up women as delightful 
dishes to be consumed, or—to spice things up—as “controlled but passionate” women who are 
foredestined to lose the “duel” in the battle between the sexes.  She frames her moral argument 
with righteous anger, and analyzes the various writing techniques these authors employ to 
characterize “lovers” as potent men and passive women.  Collett’s criticism of female subjection 
is present in everything she writes, even if she does not explicitly state it.   
Framing 
 Collett uses framing, both in the sense of a picture frame to show an idea, as in the 
portrait of Countess Mathilde, and in the framing of a central narrative, to present important 
ideas from dual perspectives.  In En Undersøisk Debat, framing sets up a contrast between the 
personal and political.  The amusing and warm description of a young father and his family in 
the opening and closing frames differs sharply in style and tenor with the central narrative.  The 
core argument begins with a withering satire directed at the Norwegian Storting, which had just 
voted against an increase in the pensions for civil servants and widows.  It is followed by a 
poetic appeal to help the silent, weeping, impoverished widows and their children.  Common to 
all three narratives in the polemic is the reality that women and children are dependent on men 
for financial security.   
 Collett replicates her strategy of framing an ideal, and then exposing and speaking against 
the evil of reality, in Fra de Stummes Leir.  She frames her book by beginning with a dedication 
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to Jonas whom she eulogizes as the ideal husband.  She again praises Jonas in her concluding 
frame, along with other figures who can serve as positive role models.  After her dedication, she 
makes a literary reversal.  In her introduction, she warns young women of the violence to come 
in her book.  She does this so that they will read critically, and be forewarned against the 
examples of debased womanhood that Collett will analyze in novels by male authors that will 
follow.  She introduces a language of violence to incite her readers to take a moral stand and 
revolt against novels’ depiction of false female ideals that cloak violence against women.    
Anger 
 Collett was an idealist and fought for a noble cause, and the anger that underlies and 
drives her prose is impossible to ignore.  She expresses it in witty asides, sometimes in barbed 
insults, overtly in satirical passages, or she inadvertently lets it bubble to the surface of her prose.  
However, she has trouble expressing her anger in “acceptable” ways.  In her first published 
work, “Nogle Strikketøisbetragtninger,” she points out young men’s unpolished manner at balls 
to persuade them to act more gentlemanly to women, and then she insults them when she implies 
that their only value to women is as “pollinators.”  “Om Kvinden og Hendes Stilling” is a formal 
essay where Collett adopts a direct style to argue that women will not make progress without 
men’s support.  But she cannot repress her anger at what, for her, is a hard truth to admit, and she 
ends up insulting men at the same time she is asking for their help.  She concludes her appeal 
with blatant sexual imagery as she insultingly tempts men with the “thousands of fruit bearing 
seeds” they will spread if they join the cause.  Five years later, at the age of 64, she closes her 
introduction in Fra de Stummes Leir with a thrust aimed at men’s diminished sexual capabilities 
in their old age.  Her sexual insults can only drive away the men she is appealing to for help, and 
are signs of anger that she cannot put to rest. 
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 In her earlier works, she is generally indirect in her methods, but in her later essays she 
openly displays her righteous anger.  Perhaps emboldened by the growing emancipation 
movement, she is no longer afraid to use violent language in her attacks.  She speaks out so that 
someday other women may dare to break their silence.   
Social Commentary 
 From her first essay, Collett’s writes about how male hegemony and entrenched social 
structures suppress both women and Norway’s nation-building project.  She begins with 
exposure and persuasion in her early, mostly fictional, writings, then goes on to either poorly 
veiled or deliberate attacks in her later essays.  When she directly engaged in a political debate 
on a current issue in her satire En Undersøisk Debat, she was already spending more time on the 
Continent than in Norway.  She physically placed herself in the outsider position she already 
held intellectually.  Later, in “Om Kvinden og Hendes Stilling,” she refers to the Norwegian 
Parliament as a bear slowly moving in to kill progress.  She asks how a young country can be so 
conservative and unwilling to try new ways.  Her insights into how social structures undercut the 
weak and support positions of power anticipate Pierre Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus, field, 
symbolic capital, and symbolic violence.  The violence she portrays is real, and is manifest in the 
everyday lives of women, even if both the perpetrators and their victims put on blinders and 
refuse to recognize it. 
Silence 
 As the title of this dissertation emphasizes, the theme of Collett’s writings and her cause 
is how women’s silence destroys their lives.  Since so many women are either afraid or not able 
to speak about their subjugated lives, she translates their silence by writing about their 
diminished lives.  She also exhorts them to speak, but few are willing.  She uses every 
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imaginable rhetorical device to awaken women and persuade them to speak out.  The title of her 
first work, “Nogle Strikketøisbetragtninger,” forefronts the value of women’s work.  In it, she 
uses the first person plural to ally herself with all women.  She justifies their silence, attributing 
it to how they have been brought up since birth, and she emphasizes the quality that she believes 
they alone possess: the ability to comprehend with their souls.  She associates women with words 
of power, and she encourages them to speak out.  Thirty-five years later in Fra de Stummes Leir, 
the final work discussed here, Collett is still struggling to awaken women to take responsibility 
for their lives and personal growth.  Quoting lines from an Ibsen poem and italicizing the phrase 
“corpse in the cargo,” she contends that women who adopt the negative virtues of passivity and 
martyrdom are like rotting corpses.  They are infecting everyone around them, and in turn, are 
causing the decay of European society.  These two approaches show the breadth of the tactics 
she employs to inspire her sisters, and the second demonstrates her sheer frustration at their lack 
of response.   
Her Struggle 
 Despite Collett’s isolation, her writings on behalf of women gave her life meaning.  Her 
life’s experiences and her keen understanding of the social mechanisms that silence women led 
her to speak out.  However, the controversy and counterattacks—often personal—that her views 
aroused served to drive her further into a state of existential isolation.  She quickly took offense, 
and she was easily offended.  Although she fought a lonely cause for many years, late in her life 
others joined her cause and inspired her to renew her efforts.  Like many in the age of modernity, 
she found her friends and supporters among those who shared her values and progressive views, 
rather than in the conventional circles of home and family. 
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 A close look at her literary approach shows that no matter what genre she chooses, she 
generally defines a problem—sometimes with ruthless ridicule— and then takes a persuasive 
approach to solving it.  However, the mere mention of a social inequity was enough to spark 
resistance from an entrenched patriarchy.  Moreover, her irony and keen wit did not sit well with 
those who were on the receiving end of her criticism.   
 For more than fifty years, from her first published article Nogle Strikketøisbetragtninger 
in 1842 until her death in 1895, Camilla Collett wrote about the subjugated lives of women.  
Over time, she refined her ideas and her literary techniques evolved, but she never lost sight of 
her goals to make women conscious of their suppressed lives and inspire them to develop their 
own potential to the fullest.  She varied her genre and used a wide range of literary devices to 
spark significant and lasting social change.  The works that I have translated and discussed here 
are representative of the scope of her authorship, her refinement of ideas, and her stylistic 
evolution.  Although trends can be detected in her ideas and writing style, I am not suggesting 
there is a linear development.   Rather, Collett’s themes and techniques overlapped as she 
searched for approaches that would engage her readers and accomplish tangible change.  
Reputation 
 During her lifetime, because of her struggle for the rights of women, many had seen 
Collett as a difficult and angry woman.  Too, there had been a tendency to romanticize, and thus 
discount, her work as the result of a broken heart.  These two extremes began to acquire softer 
contours in the twentieth century as more details about her life became public.  When Leiv 
Amundsen edited her letters, diaries, and journals in a four-volume series that was published 
from 1926 to 1933, readers gained a more nuanced picture of her relationship with Welhaven.  
Importantly, more woman scholars began writing about Collett, thus bringing a new perspective 
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to her works.  In the 1970s, a decade marked by a second wave of women demanding rights, 
Collett became a symbol of their struggle and their determination to succeed against all odds, and 
her ideas and her works experienced a revival.  The work that she and other nineteenth-century 
feminists began gained new momentum and led to significant improvements for women and 
families. Today, the success of equal rights for women in Scandinavia has become a model for 
the rest of the world.  What I see as unique about Scandinavian feminism is the understanding 
that working women have important domestic roles that should not be ignored.  They need to 
nurse their infants, form their children’s moral character, and care for them when they are sick.  
Camilla Collett continually emphasized that, while women needed access to education and 
opportunities to work, they were also mothers who needed to become conscious and reject their 
own subjection, so that they could wisely manage their families and bring up the next generation.  
The recognition of this aspect of women’s roles—both for their own benefit and for the benefit 
of their husbands and children—has led to the development of a strong social and financial 
support system for working parents with young children.   
Publication 
 After the publication of the three-volume collection of Collett’s works titled Camilla 
Collett Samlede Verker Mindeudgave in 1912, which has become the standard edition of her 
works that all scholars refer to, none of her works were reissued in Norway during the following 
four decades. This collection has since been digitalized and is an open source that can be 
accessed by any reader with the patience to read Collett’s original Danish.  Since World War II, 
her novel Amtmandens Døtre has stayed in print, and her memoir I de Lange Nætter have been 
reprinted four times.  Both of these works are available in separate digital editions.  There have 
been occasional printings of her short stories and one volume of selected essays.  The spelling in 
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the post World War II editions has been altered to comply with Norway’s official spelling 
reforms.   
 However, while Collett is still well known, much of her work is little read in Norway 
today.  Because  Norwegian editions simply modernize the spelling according to Norwegian 
spelling conventions, but otherwise reproduce Camilla Collett’s language as it was first written, 
many young people today find reading her work tedious.  Changing the spelling from nineteenth-
century Dano-Norwegian to twentieth-century Norwegian does not take into account word 
choices and turns of phrases that differ in the two languages.  A true translation of her works to 
Norwegian as it is currently spoken would make her work more accessible to today’s readers.  
As the Wergeland statue in the park has eternally frozen Camilla Collett into an old woman 
holding her shawl tightly around her and standing steadfastly with her back to the cold winds of 
Norway, the words of the woman who was called Scandinavia’s greatest literary stylist in her 
own time have become outdated because no one dares tamper with her prose.  Her literary 
production needs a careful restoration if it is to reach the wide audience it deserves.    
The Future  
 In the twentieth century, Collett has been iconicized as Norway’s first feminist and 
Norway’s first realist writer.  Women today enjoy the rewards of Collett’s and other feminists’ 
struggles, and women’s rights are no longer a pressing topic. Bourdieu, however, questions 
whether the struggle is over.  Writing in 2001—long after external institutionalized restraints 
have been removed and previously suppressed groups have attained formal liberties, such as the 
right to vote, and access to education, occupations, and political participation—he maintains that 
masculine domination and female submission still exist.  “The relationship of complicity that the 
victims of symbolic domination grant to the dominant can only be broken through a radical 
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transformation of the social conditions of production of the dispositions that lead the dominated 
to take the point of view of the dominant...” (Domination 42).  He is not saying that those who 
are dominated must effect change; on the contrary, he earlier emphasizes that women are not 
responsible for their own domination and may not even perceive that it exists.  Rather, the 
conditions that perpetuate their internalized domination must be identified and eradicated.  Here 
he confirms what Collett reluctantly recognized: that true emancipation of women will not take 
place without the participation of men.  Male symbolic violence must be identified in all its 
aspects and eradicated from the order of things.  Collett’s work is not yet finished.   
 Norwegians primarily recognize her as a feminist writer, and because of the ostensible 
success of her cause, there may seem to be no reason to read her works.  Many potential readers 
are possibly unaware of the literary qualities of her intricately crafted, imaginative fiction and 
her amusing, witty, and provocative essays.  Anyone who enjoys reading Jane Austen’s novels 
would enjoy reading Camilla Collett’s novel and short stories.  Looking forward, the multiple 
levels and high artistic quality of Collett’s writing leave open a fruitful area for further 
investigation.  Studies of her stylistic and structural techniques could liberate Collett scholarship 
by moving beyond the current “feminist” label and looking at her as a writer.  Early in her 
writing career, a few studies of her style were made, but these soon were replaced by superficial 
criticism of the unaesthetic, realist tendencies in her authorship.  An amusing example of faulty 
style analysis is related to one of the first pieces she wrote for Den Constitutionelle.  It was an 
episode in a natural setting framed by beautiful descriptions of nature.  The folklorist Jørgen Moe 
wrote a letter lavishing praise on the piece and attributed it to his friend and collaborator, Peter 
Christen Asbjørnsen.  This is the first piece she published to receive a positive review.  
Moreover, Collett and Asbjørnsen, realizing that they could replicate each other’s styles, decided 
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to collaborate on frame narratives for his legends.  Later, studies of the styles of feuilletons 
printed anonymously in Den Constitutionelle were made for identifying the author.  From my 
own close readings, I believe there is much left to discover by careful examination of her choice 
of symbols.  In one of her short stories from 1864, “Eventyr Sara og Hendes Datter,” 
(“Storyteller Sara,” 1984), Collett chooses flowers for Sara’s garden that turn out to have 
medicinal qualities.  The names of the plants are the key to Sara’s lost treasure.  This herbal 
garden is her secret fortune and Collett discloses, without directly saying, that Sara earns money 
as a natural healer.  This was at a time when such practices were illegal.  In Norwegian literature 
in general, much is left unsaid, leaving much to be discovered.   
 Now at the beginning of the twenty-first century, there is a renewed interest in Collett’s 
work.  One hundred years after her death, her works are being translated into other languages.  
Two of her short stories have been translated and published in English-language anthologies, and 
her novel was translated into English as The District Governor’s Daughter in 1991, with a 
second edition released this year.  Swedish, Danish, French, and German editions also have been 
published in this decade.  Not only is her novel being translated, but also several books about her 
life have recently been published, and young academics in Norway are writing theses on topics 
related to her life and works.  An official celebration in Norway will honor the two-hundredth 
anniversary of her birth in 2013.   
 Leading up to the events that will commemorate Collett’s life and writings, this fall an 
audio edition of Amtmandens Døtre, read by the Norwegian actress Lise Fjeldstad, is being 
broadcast on Norway’s cultural radio station P2.  By reading the novel aloud, she is making it 
more accessible.  In a program introducing this book, its topic of young people being forced into 
arranged marriages was compared with the situation faced by many young Norwegians from 
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Pakistani families today.  They are Norwegian citizens, but their parents force them to marry 
individuals in Pakistan whom they have never met.  The moderator recommended that 
Norwegian-Pakistani young people could gain insight into their own situation by downloading 
Amtmandens Døtre onto their MP-3 players, where they could listen to it at their leisure.  This 
evokes the image of young women of Collett’s time hiding their romantic novels in their sewing 
baskets so that their parents would not see what they were reading.  In reality, it shows that 
despite all the legal, educational, and social benefits that have transformed the lives of women in 
Norway, a significant number of women today can still lack belief in their moral right to form 
their own futures.  This is visible in immigrant groups, while for other women it is the truth 
beneath the surface.  Because Collett recognized that legislative changes would prove in the end 
inadequate, she repeatedly shows that a woman’s inner growth is the path to true independence.   
Reflections 
 Examining Camilla Collett’s life and works has been both an intellectual and personal 
exploration for me.  At the age of forty, I found myself alone in a foreign land...  Later, I 
discovered Collett and realized that my own life paralleled hers in many ways.  As I have built 
the life I want for myself, her inner transformation and her dedication to her cause inspired me.  
While her early experiences formed her character and defined her cause, her most productive 
years were during the last half of her life.  My new path in life led me to take up my university 
studies again, and nine years ago, I completed my bachelor’s degree after forty years’ delay.  My 
return to literary studies has given me great personal pleasure and, more importantly, fruitful 
insights into my journey through life.  As a mature woman, when it came time to choose a topic 
for my dissertation, I chose to explore in greater depth Collett’s life and works.  Through the 
process of translating and writing, I have been able to contribute to making this exceptional 
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Norwegian woman and her works known to English speakers.  Translating her works into 
English has been a labor of love that I plan to continue.  I have just begun to scratch the surface 
of her literary production.   
 During the time I have been researching and writing my dissertation, I have visited places 
connected with Camilla Wergeland’s childhood in Eidsvoll.  A statue of her as a young woman 
stands at the parish farm where she grew up.  The only thing that distinguishes her is her youth.  
She appears to have reached Confirmation age—the age of reason and official adulthood—and 
she is striding forward into a future she never anticipated with her head held high.  I have also 
spent many hours in Norway’s National Library in Oslo exploring writings by and about Collett 
and the time in which she lived.  Inside the library is a white marble statue of a serene, newly 
married Camilla Collett.  I would pass by it every day on my way into the reading room.  This 
summer, her statue had been moved into the room, closer to where I usually sit.  I took it as a 
sign that I would soon complete my dissertation.  These two statues frame her difficult courtship 
years, but the white face of the second statue is strangely unmarked.  The outward serenity 
irritates me; it in no way expresses Collett’s inner pain and passion.  The statue of Collett that 
speaks to me is located in the Palace Park just down the street from the library.  It is the Vigeland 
statue of Collett at the age of seventy-three.  When I stop and look up at her, I see lines formed 
by age and experience.  Her eyes look into mine, and she silently speaks to me about how living 
demands determination and persistence, and we agree that inner transformation is possible and 
personal growth need never cease as long as one is alive.   
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